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A b str a c t
The purpose o f  t h i s  study  was to  examine and a s se ss  
th e  t h e a t r i c a l  c a re e r  o f Owen Gould Davis (1874-1956) .
The p u b lish ed  p lay s  o f D avis, e x ta n t  unpublished  
m an u sc rip ts , ty p e s c r ip t s ,  and contem porary review s and 
a r t i c l e s  c o n s t i tu te  th e  bulk  o f th e  prim ary re se a rc h  
m a te r ia l .  These have been supplem ented by th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  
p e rso n a l memoirs, b io g ra p h ic a l acco u n ts , correspondence 
w ith  su rv iv in g  con tem pora ries , and jo u rn a l and newspaper 
a r t i c l e s .
The r e s u l t s  o f th e  study  were as fo llo w s:
S in ce , (1) Owen Davis was an im portan t American p la y ­
w rig h t whose work was s ig n i f i c a n t  in  th e  developm ent o f 
American T hea tre  p r a c t ic e  in  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , (2) h is  
p r o l i f ic a c y  was rem arkab le , (3) th e  d u ra tio n  o f h is  c a re e r  
(alm ost s ix ty  p ro d u c tiv e  y ea rs  in  th e  p ro fe s s io n a l  th e a tre )  
dem onstra tes h is  enduring  in f lu e n c e  on th e  American th e a t r e  
scene, (4) a t  l e a s t  fo u r o f h is  works have gained  a l a s t in g  
p lace  in  th e  d ram atic  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th i s  coun try  (Icebound, 
Ethan Frome, The Nervous Wreck, and The Haunted House) ,
(5) h i s  work in  th e  New Realism  made him second only  to
i v
Eugene O 'N e ill  in  th e  developm ent o f A m erica 's re g io n a l 
drama, (6) he was A m erica 's most r e p re s e n ta t iv e  p r a c t i ­
t io n e r  o f  s e n s a t io n a l  melodrama, (7) he was an 
acknowledged m aste r o f  a d a p ta tio n  and d ra m a tiz a tio n  from 
o th e r  form s, (8) he was a s ig n i f i c a n t  in n o v a to r and a 
p io n eer in  d r a m a tis t s ' o rg a n iz a tio n  work, s p e c i f ic a l ly  
fo r  th e  D ram atis ts  G uild  o f The Authors League of America, 
and (9) h is  p e rso n a l and p ro fe s s io n a l  "e thos" remained 
unblem ished th roughou t h is  long c a re e r ;  i t  i s  app aren t 
t h a t  h is  s ig n if ic a n c e  and in f lu e n c e  on th e  development 
o f th e a t r e  p r a c t ic e  in  America has been g ro s s ly  under­
e s tim a te d . Owen Davis has proved an im portan t f ig u re  in  
th e  h i s to r y  o f th e a t r e  in  t h i s  co u n try .
v
In tr o d u c tio n
George Jean  Nathan once r e f e r r e d  to  Owen Davis a s , 
" th e  Lope de Vega o f  th e  American t h e a t r e . ”^ O ther prom­
in e n t  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  c r i t i c s  d e sc rib ed  Davis as " th e  
dean o f  American d r a m a tis ts ,"  "A m erica's most p r o l i f i c  
and produced p la y w r ig h t," ^  and "our d ram atic  la u r e a te ." ^  
These s u p e r la tiv e s  p ro v id e  an i r o n ic  in tro d u c tio n  to  an 
a r t i s t  whose name h as  v i r t u a l l y  been fo rg o tte n  by con­
tem porary s tu d e n ts  o f  American th e a t r e .
Owen Davis began h i s  p ro fe s s io n a l  c a re e r  in  139 7 a t  
a time when Bronson Howard re ig n e d  as th e  fo rem ost o f  a 
sm all group of s i g n i f i c a n t  American p la y w rig h ts . By th e  
tim e Davis d ied  in  1956, Tennessee W illiam s re p re se n te d  
th i s  co u n try 's  b e s t  e f f o r t s  i n  d ram atic  l i t e r a t u r e .  Owen
Montrose J .  Moses, R e p re se n ta tiv e  American Dramas 
(Boston: L i t t l e ,  Brown and Company, 1933), p . 300.
2 New York World Telegram , 21 September 19 34 
(C lipping F i le ,  L inco ln  C en ter T hea tre  C o lle c t io n ) .  
H e rea fte r  c i te d  as CF, LCTC.
 ^ New YQEfc Times, 15 O ctober 1956, p . 75.
 ^ A lexander W oolcott, "Up From 10-20-30 ,"  C o l l i e r 's , 
2 January  1926,- p . 7.
2Davis served  th e  th e a t r e  devo ted ly  fo r  t h a t  e n t i r e  p e r io d  
o f  f i f ty - n in e  y e a rs .  In  t h a t  tim e/ he produced o v er two 
hundred p la y s , n e a r ly  a l l  o f  which were perform ed i n  the 
p ro fe s s io n a l  th e a t r e .  This p ro d u c tiv i ty  made Davis unques­
t io n a b ly  A m erica 's  most p r o l i f i c  p lay w rig h t in  th e  f i r s t  
h a l f  o f th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry ; h is  p la y s  were produced in  
New York fo r  th i r ty - s e v e n  c o n se cu tiv e  seasons.
This "enormous fe c u n d ity  and n a r r a t iv e  in v en tio n "^  
earned  him immense p o p u la r i ty  and g r e a t  p r o f i t  (by 19 33, 
he had a lread y  ea rn ed  n e a r ly  one and a h a l f  m ill io n  d o l­
l a r s  in  r o y a l t i e s } . 1,5 In  r e t r o s p e c t  however, in  s p i t e  of 
h is  p o pu lar and f in a n c ia l  su c c e ss , h is  c a re e r  seems to  
have been as ephem eral as i t  was p r o l i f i c ,  D avis' view 
th a t  th e  p lay w rig h t se rv es  h is  s o c ie ty  as "a m in s tr e l ,  
n o t a p rophet" b rough t a contem porary q u a l i ty  to  h i s  work 
which c o n s is te n t ly  r e f l e c te d  th e  conven tions and c h a ra c te r  
o f h is  own tim e . This c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  monetary and 
p o p u la r success o f  h is  a r t ,  b u t  a lso  l im ite d  i t s  u n iv e rs a l  
s ig n if ic a n c e  and h is  own accep tance as a s e r io u s  a r t i s t .
When Davis made h is  debu t as a p lay w rig h t in  189 7, 
American th e a t r e  asked l i t t l e  o f i t s  d ra m a tis ts ,  b u t
5 Sidney Skolsky, Times -Square T in ty p e s , 5 August 
1931 (CP, LCTC).
^ Ward Morehouse, New York Sun, 6 February  19 33 
(CF, LCTC).
^ New Ycrk H era ld -T rib u n e , 2 March 1941, p . 27.
demanded a g re a t  d ea l from i t s  a c to r s ,  d i r e c to r s ,  produc­
e r s ,  and te c h n ic a l  in n o v a to rs . As a r e s u l t ,  su p e r io r  
a c tin g  could  always be found, d isp la y e d  in  sp e c ta c u la r  
mountings p rov ided  by s k i l l f u l  c raftsm en  of th e  th e a t r e .
But th e  p lays upon which th e s e  p ro d u c tio n s  were b u i l t  o f te n  
seemed le s s  im p o rtan t than  th e se  e lem en ts . The emphasis on 
th e  p la y w rig h t 's  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  a t h e a t r i c a l  p ro d u c tio n  
would be a hallm ark  o f th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry ; b u t a t  
th e  tim e when Owen Davis e n te re d  th e  f i e l d ,  h is  ex perience  
was p r a c t i c a l  and p ro d u c tio n  o r ie n te d  r a th e r  than  l i t e r a r y .  
He m atured a t  a tim e when in c re a s in g  c r i t i c a l  demands were 
being made in  th e  a rea  of d ram a tic  l i t e r a t u r e .  He was 
re q u ire d  to  meet th e se  new c h a lle n g e s  in  o rd e r  to  rem ain a 
p r a c t i t io n e r  in  a r a p id ly  changing  th e a t r e  scene .
D avis' i n i t i a l  su ccess  came in  the  realm  o f lu r id  
melodrama. In f a c t ,  by th e  end o f th e  f i r s t  decade o f th e  
1 9 0 0 's , he had succeeded in  e s ta b l i s h in g  h im se lf  as th e  
forem ost au thor o f th i s  k in d  o f " te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t "  drama 
in  America. His boundless energy  p e rm itte d  him to  produce 
over one hundred o f th e se  "m e lle rs"  fo r  th e  p a tro n s  o f th e  
p opu lar p r ic e d  houses i n  th e  Bowery s e c tio n  of New York.
His p la y s , l ik e  N e l l i e , th e  B e a u tifu l  Cloak Model, The 
C onfessions o f  a W ife, and The Gambler o f th e  West 
d e lig h te d  audiences f o r  many y e a rs  bo th  in  and o u t o f New 
York.
Although they  were immensely p o p u la r , none o f  th e se  
s c r ip t s  d isp lay ed  any genuine l i t e r a r y  achievem ent beyond
4f a c i l e  techn ique and c le v e r  p l o t  m an ip u la tio n . The p lay s 
a re  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f th e  gen re  o f melodrama and p rov ide  
examples o f  th e  em phasis on s p e c ta c le  in  th e  e a r ly  develop­
ment of our p o p u la r th e a t r e .  H is to r ic a l ly ,  they  demon­
s t r a t e  th e  p o in t  o f d e p a r tu re  fo r  th e  subsequen t develop­
ment o f the  p la y w rig h t. Davis c re a te d  th e s e  p lay s  w ith  a 
h igh  degree o f te c h n ic a l  s k i l l  and succeeded in  b rin g in g  
to  the  prov ince o f s e n s a t io n a l  th e a t r e  p r a c t ic e  a form ula 
which remained e f f e c t iv e  u n t i l  th e  f a l l  o f th i s  k in d  of 
melodrama in  th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry .
D avis' e a r ly  study  o f  melodrama was in flu e n c e d  by the  
work o f  Dion B oucicaU lt and by a c a r e fu l  exam ination  o f 
e a r l i e r  su c c e s s fu l melodramas l ik e  The G reat T ra in  Robbery. 
But j u s t  as he had been in f lu e n c e d  to  w r i te  melodrama by 
th e  work o f th e  m asters  o f  th e  gen re , so  he came to  be 
a t t r a c te d  to  h ig h e r re g io n s  o f  l i t e r a r y  endeavor. The 
E a s ie s t  Way (1909] by Eugene W alter and th e  s o c ia l  dramas 
o f  Clyde F itc h  s t i r r e d  Davis to  a s p i r e  to  move up th e  
a r t i s t i c  la d d e r . The clim b was to  tak e  a lm ost e ig h teen  
y e a rs , b u t by 1913, he had tran scen d ed  th e  s e n s a t io n a l  mel­
odrama and moved in to  th e  le g i t im a te ,  "uptown" w orld  o f 
s i tu a t io n  comedy and f a r c e .  The p lay  which made t h i s  move 
p o s s ib le  fo r  him was The Fam ily Cupboard (1913). The 
p la y 's  c r i t i c a l  success p e rm itte d  Davis to  leave  th e  " te n -  
tw en ty - ' t h i r t "  drama beh ind  and address h im se lf to  th e  more 
rig o ro u s  ch a llen g es  p ro v id ed  by th e  Broadway th e a t r e .  Davis 
proved equal to  th e  ta s k  and became an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f the
5Broadway scene from th a t  p o in t  u n t i l  h is  d ea th  fo r ty - th r e e  
y ears  l a t e r .
A lthough he rem ained p ro d u c tiv e  and f in a n c ia l ly  suc­
c e s s f u l ,  th e  com bination o f h is  d e s ir e  to  be co n sid ered  a 
s e r io u s  a r t i s t  and the  im petus p rov ided  by th e  c o n tin e n ta l  
models in  n a tu ra lis m  and th e  "new re a lism "  prompted him to  
undertake s e r io u s  r e a l i s t i c  drama. The r e s u l t  was th e  
c r e a t io n  o f two o f  h is  b e s t  known w orks, The Detour (1921) 
and Icebound (1923). With Icebound came a P u r l i t z e r  P rize  
and in d u c tio n  in to  the N a tio n a l I n s t i t u t e  o f A rts  and 
L e t te r s .  These honors serv ed  as ta n g ib le  symbols th a t  he 
had f i n a l l y  been accep ted  as a s ig n i f i c a n t  vo ice in  th e  
American th e a t r e .  "There i s  no l iv in g  American to  rank 
w ith  him e x c e p t Eugene O 'N e i l l ,"  w rote one c r i t i c .®
His work in  the  r e a l i s t i c  mode dem onstra tes a m atura­
t io n  in  w r i t in g  tech n iq u e  and a s h i f t in g  emphasis from th e  
v is u a l  to  the  elem ents o f p l o t  and c h a ra c te r .  He no 
lo n g er r e l i e d  on ly  on h is  f a c i l e  techn ique w ith  e s ta b l is h e d  
s te re o ty p e s , b u t  r a th e r  began a regim en o f c a re fu l ly  
d e ta i le d  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .
D avis ' new em phasis on p lo t  and c h a ra c te r  r e s u l te d  in  
a marked improvement o f h i s  fa rc e  in  th e  e a r ly  1 9 2 0 's .
Both The Nervous Wreck (1923) and The Haunted House (1924) 
re p re s e n t  Davis consummate s k i l l  as a w r i t e r  o f comedy. 
Davis a ls o  developed an i n t e r e s t  in  d ram a tic  a d a p ta tio n
® Bookman, O ctober 192 3, p . 231.
6from o th e r  so u rc e s . This s k i l l  was b e s t  d isp la y e d  in  h is  
ad a p ta tio n  o f  E d ith  W harton 's Ethan Frome in  1936, w ith  
h is  son Donald c o l la b o ra t in g .  Some co n sid ered  t h i s  D avis' 
f in e s t  s in g le  work. O ther p lays l i k e  The G reat Gatsby 
(1926) , The Good E arth  (1932), and Mr. and Mrs. North 
(1941) a lso  i l l u s t r a t e  h is  v e r s a t i l i t y  in  th e  a r t  o f 
ad a p ta tio n .
In th e  m iddle o f the  1 9 2 0 's ,  Davis became d ise n ­
chanted w ith  th e  "new rea lism " which had gained fo r  him 
h is  f i r s t  s e r io u s  au d ien ces . The in h e re n t  pessim ism  o f 
the  s ty le  as i t  had developed in  Europe d is tu rb e d  him. He 
wanted h is  own work to  r e f l e c t  th e  unique o p t im is t ic  
s p i r i t  o f America as  he had come to  view i t .  T h e re fo re , 
to  the  d is c o n te n t  o f  many o f  the c r i t i c s  who had h a i le d  
The Detour and Icebound as h a rb in g e rs  o f  a s ig n i f i c a n t  new 
se rio u s  v o ice  in  American th e a t r e ,  Davis embarked on a 
f u t i l e  sea rch  fo r  a drama o f a f f i rm a t io n . His p r a c t ic e  
continued and h is  p la y s  found c o n s is te n t  p ro d u c tio n , b u t 
the  q u a l i ty  o f  h is  a r t i s t i c  c o n tr ib u tio n s  rem ained e r r a t i c .
The p r e s e n t  s tu d y  w i l l  a s s e s s  th e  c o n tr ib u t io n s  o f 
Owen Davis to  th e  American th e a t r e  and h is  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  
the  h is to ry  o f  th e a t r e .  The m ajor m a te r ia ls  examined 
inc lude  the  p u b lish e d  p lay s  and e x ta n t  unpub lished  manu­
s c r ip t s .  A lthough the  p lay s  p rov ide  s ig n i f i c a n t  in s ig h ts  
in to  h is  c a re e r  and c o n s t i tu te  a s iz a b le  p o r t io n  o f  the  
prim ary m a te r ia l ,  an e x a c tin g  e f f o r t  has been made to  
u t i l i z e  contem porary review s to  h e lp  a sse ss  h is
7developm ent. A lso , b io g ra p h ic a l  r e fe re n c e s , numerous 
newspaper and jo u rn a l  a r t i c l e s ,  and the p la y w r ig h t 's  two 
au to b io g ra p h ic a l accoun ts make up th e  m ajor re se a rc h  
m a te r ia ls  u n d e rly in g  th i s  c a re e r  s tu d y . Many h i s t o r i c a l  
s tu d ie s  and a n th o lo g ie s  have a ls o  been examined in  the 
a ttem pt to  g e t an a c c u ra te  p ic tu r e  o f  th i s  p ro d u c tiv e  
p lay w rig h t.^
The c a re e r  o f  Owen Davis may be d iv id ed  in to  four 
p e r io d s : the  s e n s a t io n a l  melodrama (189 7 - 1 9 1 3 ) t he 
le g it im a te  Broadway comedy p e r io d  (1914-192 3 ); re a lism  and 
m ature fa rc e  (1923-1936); and Ethan Frome and th e  search  
fo r  a se r io u s  drama o f  optim ism  (19 36-1956). Each o f 
th e se  s ta g e s  o f  D avis ' c a re e r  w i l l  be t r e a te d  as a sep­
a ra te  ch ap te r in  th e  s tu d y . Inc luded  in  each s e c tio n  w i l l  
be a d e ta i le d  a n a ly s is  o f  a r e p re s e n ta t iv e  p la y  which w il l  
a id  in  dem o n stra tin g  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  developm ent. The
Q* The appendix  o f th i s  study  p ro v id es  an a l l - in c lu s iv e  
l i s t  o f th e  p la y s  produced by Owen D avis. A d iv is io n  o f 
the  b ib lio g rap h y  in d ic a te s  which p lay s  a r e  p u b lish e d  and 
which r e s t  in  s p e c ia l  c o l le c t io n s  o r  in  th e a t r e  a rc h iv e s . 
The p re p a ra tio n  of th i s  study r e l i e d  to  a g r e a t  e x te n t  upon 
the  m a te r ia ls  housed in  th e  T h ea tre  C o lle c tio n  o f th e  
L incoln C en ter L ib ra ry  in  New York C ity . W ithout numerous 
v i s i t s  to  th i s  r e p o s i to ry  o f  th e a t r e  m a te r ia l  and the  coop­
e r a t io n  o f  th e  s t a f f  th e r e ,  i t  would have been im possib le  
to  have com pleted th i s  work.
The Davis melodrama c o n s is te n t ly  f e l l  in to  th re e  
subgroups: The New York comedy drama, th e  W estern t h r i l l e r ,  
and the "sexy" adven tu res  o f N e l l i e , th e  B e a u tifu l  Cloak 
Model and h e r long s t r in g  o f  p e rse c u te d  and u n fo rtu n a te  
s i s t e r s .  To th e s e  p lo t s ,  Davis had added th e  "P rod igal 
Son" and "Magdalen" them es. The p lay s  rem ained con.- 
s t a n t  in  th e  use o f s p e c ta c u la r  sc e n ic  d e v ic e s , a 
rom antic love  i n t e r e s t ,  and good, b a s ic  comedy.
8C onfessions o f a W ife has been s e le c te d  as h is  re p re se n ta ­
t i v e  melodrama, The Detour w i l l  exem plify  h is  work in  
re a lism , The Nervous Wreck, h is  s k i l l  in  f a r c e ,  and Ethan 
Frome, an example o f  s k i l l f u l  a d a p ta tio n .
An a d d i t io n a l  c h a p te r  w i l l  p rov ide  in fo rm a tio n  about 
th e  im p o rtan t r o le  p lay ed  by Davis in  th e  fo rm ation  and 
developm ent o f  th e  m ost pow erful s in g le  body o f  w r i t in g  men 
in  Am erica, The D ram atis ts  G uild  and The A uthors League o f 
America. This s e c t io n  w i l l  a lso  d e t a i l  h is  v igo rous 
e f f o r t s  on b e h a lf  o f th e  r ig h t s  o f au th o rs  and th e a t r e  
a r t i s t s .  A b r i e f  appendix p ro v id es  a s im p li f ie d  ch rono log i­
c a l  l i s t i n g  o f  th e  p lay s  o f  Owen D avis.
Even though t r u ly  f in e  p lay s  l ik e  Ethan Frome and 
Icebound have secu red  f o r  him a perm anent p la c e  i n  th e a t r e  
h is to ry  in  America, i t  i s  the  w eigh t o f  th e  o v e r a l l  con­
t r ib u t io n  o f Owen Davis t h a t  has i n i t i a t e d  th i s  s tu d y .
I t  i s  to  th a t  in v e s t ig a t io n  th a t  th e  fo llo w in g  work i s  
devoted .
C hapter I
The E arly  C areer o f Ov/en D avis, 1899-1912:
From Through th e  B reakers to  M aking.Good
Owen Gould D av is, born in  P o rtla n d , Maine, on 
January 28, 1874, was one o f e ig h t  c h ild re n  o f  Owen 
Warren Davis and Abbie Gould D avis. Although h is  fam ily  
prov ided  n e i th e r  a c t iv e  su p p o rt n o r o b s ta c le s  to  h is  
i n t e r e s t  in  th e a t r e ,  they  gave him a s o l id  e d u c a tio n  and a 
h igh ly  developed a p p re c ia t io n  fo r  th e  v a lu e  o f  knowledge 
and hard  work. His f a th e r  was a g rad u a te  o f  Bowdoin Col­
lege and a v e te ra n  o f  th e  C iv il  War. Owen Davis has 
w him sically  re co u n ted  th a t  h is  im p ra c tic a l  f a th e r  gained 
and l o s t  s e v e ra l  fo r tu n e s  in  h is  l i f e t im e .  The f in a n c ia l  
depressions appeared  more f re q u e n tly  than  the  peaks o f 
p ro s p e r ity . A lthough th e  s e n io r  Davis sp en t most o f h is  
l i f e  in  the i ro n  b u s in e ss  (he served  one term  as P re s id e n t 
of the S ocie ty  o f American Iro n  M anufacturers) , h e  chose to 
o p era te  a 42nd S t r e e t  p h o to g rap h ic  s tu d io  in  New York in  
h is  l a t e r  l i f e .  But fo r  m ost o f  h is  y e a r s , Davis owned and 
o p era ted  the K athodin Iro n  Works, f i f t y  m iles from h is  home 
in  Bangor, Maine. In  1920, Owen Warren Davis d ied  from 
h e a r t  d is e a se .
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Owen Gould Davis a tten d ed  elem entary  and h igh school 
in  Bangor. He produced h is  f i r s t  l i t e r a r y  e f f o r t  in  1883 
a t  th e  age o f n in e . This work, a p lay  e n t i t l e d  Diamond 
Cut Diamond: o r The R ival D e te c tiv e s , foreshadowed the  
s e n s a t io n a l  melodramas he was l a t e r  to  c r e a te  w ith  such 
su cc ess .
D avis' c o lle g e  c a re e r  began a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f 
Tennessee in  1888. At th e  age o f fo u r te e n , he e n ro lle d  
as a sub-freshm an in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  and sc ie n c e  program 
and rem ained one y ea r in  K noxv ille . The Tennessee Univer­
s i t y  S tu d e n t, a campus magazine o f  t h a t  tim e , does n o t 
inc lude  D avis' name as a p a r t i c ip a n t  in  any o f the 
s c h o o l 's  a c t i v i t i e s . ^
In  1890, acced ing  to  h is  f a t h e r 's  w ishes t h a t  he 
shou ld  a t te n d  an e a s te rn  sch o o l, Davis a p p lie d  and was 
accep ted  fo r  H arvard. S ince th e  u n iv e r s i ty  had no drama 
departm ent (the  H arvard Drama Club was formed e ig h teen  
y ea rs  l a t e r ) ,  Davis e n te re d  th e  School o f B u sin ess , l a t e r  
t r a n s f e r r in g  in to  the  sc ie n c e s  (geology, m inero logy , and 
p a le o n to lo g y ) . With l i t t l e  d i r e c t  exposure to  the l i t ­
e ra ry  a r t s , he had determ ined  by h is  th i r d  y e a r  to  become 
a m ining e n g in e e r . But th e  a r t s  ap p a re n tly  a t t r a c te d  him, 
fo r  he o f te n  a tte n d e d  the  f lo u r is h in g  Boston th e a tre s  
(among them, The H o ll is  S t r e e t ,  The Boston T h ea tre , The
^ L e t te r  re c e iv e d  from John Dobson, L ib ra r ia n ,
S p ec ia l C o lle c tio n s , U n iv e rs ity  o f  T ennessee, K noxv ille , 
Tennessee, 12 Septem ber 1975.
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Boston Museum, and Dion B o u c ic a u lt 's  l a s t  l i t t l e  s to ck  
company a t  Bowdoin S q u a re ), and soon a f t e r  h is  a r r i v a l  a t  
Cambridge, he h e lp ed  c re a te  an o rg a n iz a tio n  c a l le d  The 
S o c ie ty  o f  th e  A r ts .  Formed f o r  lo v e rs  o f b e t t e r  drama in  
th e  Boston a re a , th e  so c ie ty  o p e ra te d  under th e  a e g is  o f  
Maurice and G eorgianna Barrymore, b o th  o f  whom w ere then 
in  th e  tw i l ig h ts  o f  t h e i r  c a re e r s .  The s o c ie ty  e x is te d  
fo r  only  one y e a r ,  p roducing  some fo u r p la y s . A lthough no 
g r e a t  su ccesses  is su e d  from i t s  H o llis  S t r e e t  T h ea tre  home, 
th e  o rg a n iz a tio n  p re se n te d  s ig n i f i c a n t  works by W illiam  
Dean Howells and Frank R. S tock ton . When aud iences f a i le d  
to  su p p o rt th e  v e n tu re , i t  d isbanded . D avis' membership 
in  The S o c ie ty  o f  th e  A rts and th e  v e rse  dramas which he 
had been p roducing  in  h is  l e i s u r e  hours (seen by him as 
m erely a p le a s u ra b le  hobby) p rov ide  th e  on ly  h in ts  o f  the 
c a re e r  which would aw ait him. I f  h is  academic p re p a ra t io n  
was fo r  m ining e n g in e e rin g , h is  m ajor a re a  o f e x c e lle n c e  
was on th e  s p o r ts  f i e l d ,  where he ga ined  re c o g n itio n  in  
f o o tb a l l  and t r a c k .  He l e f t  H arvard in  1893. No re c o rd  
e x i s t s  o f  any degree being  g ra n te d .
In  th e  summers Davis had been c r e a t in g  maps f o r  gov­
ernm ent c o a s t  su rv ey s . During h is  c o lle g e  y e a r s ,  h is  
fam ily  moved from P o rtlan d  to  Bangor and from th e re  to 
so u th ern  Kentucky. A fte r  re tu rn in g  from the  e a s t ,  he was 
h ire d  by th e  Cumberland V alley Kentucky R a ilro ad  as a 
m ining en g in e e r a t  a s a la ry  o f  $40.00 a week. He soon 
lea rn ed  th a t  "mining eng ineer"  was l i t t l e  more than  a
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g lo r i f ie d  t i t l e  fo r  a "d ig g e r o f  h o le s ."  He h a te d  th e  
work and was a p p ro p r ia te ly  in e p t  a t  i t .  The m id-1890 's 
was a p e r io d  o f  extrem e v io len ce  fo r  the m ining in d u s try . 
The Debs s t r i k e s ,  which cu lm inated  in  c o n fro n ta tio n s  
between th e  r i o t e r s  and Kentucky S ta te  t ro o p e r s ,  soon con­
v inced Davis t h a t  he could  n o t h ap p ily  co n tin u e  in  th is  
l in e  o f work. Throughout h is  y ea rs  a t  H arvard and during  
th is  b r i e f  p e r io d  o f  employment in  th e  m ountains o f  
Kentucky, Davis had ap p a ren tly  grown more a t t r a c te d  to  
w rit in g  in  g e n e ra l and, e s p e c ia l ly ,  p la y w r itin g . Having 
continued  to  w r i te  h is  v e rse  dramas, he convinced h im se lf 
th a t  i t  m ight be  p o s s ib le  to  ea rn  a l iv in g  w ith  th e  pen 
in s te a d  o f the  p ic k .  S ince the p ro fe s s io n a l  th e a t r e  was 
in  New York, Davis determ ined  to  a l ly  h im se lf  w ith  i t .  So,
w ith  "$12.00 in  [h is] p o ck e t and a firm  d e te rm in a tio n  to
oconquer th e  th e a te r  e i t h e r  as a w r i te r  o r  as an a c t o r , ” 
he boarded a t r a i n  and a r r iv e d  in  New York C ity  in  the  
summer of 1895.
His f i r s t  s te p  was to have h is  m a te r ia l  read  and 
e v a lu a te d , n o t an easy ta s k  as he soon d isco v e red  w h ile  
making the to r tu ro u s  rounds o f  p ro d u ce rs . A f te r  numerous 
r e je c t io n s ,  Davis f i n a l l y  convinced A. M. Palm er, a New 
York manager, to  re a d  h is  work. Palmer su b seq u en tly  
helped  Davis b re ak  in to  the  ranks o f  p ro fe s s io n a l
 ^ Owen D a v is , I 'd  L ike To Do I t  Again (New York:
Farrar and R h in eh art, 1 9 3 1 ) , p . 14.
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p lay w rig h ts  a f t e r  a s e r ie s  o f  se tb ack s  which would have 
d iscou raged  a le s s  determ ined young man. Perhaps th e  most 
h u m ilia tin g  o f  th e s e  d isappo in tm en ts came when he 
approached th e  famous Frohman o rg a n iz a tio n  w ith  h i s  work.
A p ro fe s s io n a l  p la y  re a d e r  fo r  t h a t  o rg a n iz a tio n  r e je c te d  
h is  e f f o r t s  by su g g e s tin g , "You a re  a s tro n g  and husky 
young man, w ith , so I  have h ea rd , some re p u ta t io n  as an 
a th le t e .  Why d o n 't  you ta k e  th i s  p lay  o f  yours and see 
how f a r  you can throw i t ? " 3
Palm er, encourag ing  Davis to  ga in  f i r s t - h a n d  e x p e r i­
ence, s e n t  him to  the  well-known P o lish  "grand dame" o f 
the  th e a t r e ,  Fanny Janauschek, who h ire d  him as a u t i l i t y  
a c to r  and a l l  around h e lp e r .  Janauschek, an accom plished 
trag ed ien n e  o f  th e  Romantic sc h o o l, had l o s t  much o f  h e r  
beauty  and power by th e  tim e Owen Davis came to  work fo r  
h e r . But she s t i l l  commanded r e s p e c t  as an o u ts ta n d in g  
a c tr e s s .  Her p o r t r a y a l  o f Medea, fo r  exam ple, was con­
s id e re d  an im p ress iv e  i n t e r p r e ta t io n .  Her company a t  the  
American T h ea tre  in c lu d ed  B lanche W alsh, W illiam  H. 
Thompson, Annie and Jenny Yeamans, F red Bond, O rin  
John sto n e , Joseph W hiting , George C. B o n if ic e , K atherine 
Grey, and S a lly  Cohan. Working w ith  th e se  v e te ra n s , Davis 
gained  ex p e rien ce  in  a l l  f a c e ts  o f  th e a t r e .  Janauschek*s 
p o p u la r p ro d u c tio n  o f The G reat Diamond Robbery (1895) was
3 Owen D a v is , I 'd  Like To Do I t  A gain , p . 27 .
14
ty p ic a l  o f h er f a r e .  Many y e a rs  l a t e r ,  Johnson B risc o e , 
w r i t in g  in  the New York Sun (18 February 19 33) , r e c a l le d  
having seen Davis p la y  th e  ro le  o f Joshua Smith in  th i s  
p ro d u c tio n .^  The p lay  se rv e d  to  ac q u a in t Davis w ith  th e  
k in d  of melodrama t h a t  he l a t e r  im ita te d  in  th e  e a r ly  
s ta g e s  o f  h is  p la y w ritin g  c a re e r .  For th e  e n t i r e  1895- 
1896 season , Davis worked in  New York and on m ajor road 
to u rs  fo r  a s a la ry  o f  $12.00 to  $15.00 p e r  week. F o r t h i s  
money, he p layed  tw elve p a r t s  w eekly, s ta g e  managed, a c te d  
as  p re ss  agen t and company m anager, and d id  advance work 
in  p u b lic  r e la t io n s .  He even fu n c tio n ed  as an a s s i s t a n t  
to  the  d ire c to r  in  s e v e ra l  lo c a le s .
A fte r only one sea so n , Davis found h im se lf e a g e r to  
leav e  a c tin g  and to  pu rsu e  p la y w r it in g . Years l a t e r ,  he 
remembered w ith  d e l ig h t  h i s  f i n a l  encoun ter w ith  the 
im perious Mme. Janauschek . In  Chicago, she c a l le d  him to  
h e r  d re ss in g  room as th e  to u r  was end ing . Giving him a 
photograph o f  h e r s e l f ,  sh e  f irm ly  adv ised  him, "N effe r 
aga in  be an a c to r . Thereupon Davis r e t i r e d  as a p ro fe s ­
s io n a l  perform er and a g a in  began making th e  rounds o f  
p ro d u cers , seek ing  employment as a w r i t e r .  But he ga ined  
o n ly  n eg a tiv e  r e s u l t s .  E v e n tu a lly , th e  renew al o f  th e
4 Johnson B risc o e , New York Sun, 18 February  19 33 
(CF, LCTC).
5 Owen Davis, I ’d L ike Td Do I t  A gain ,,.p . 18.
15
acquain tance o f an o ld  sch o o l f r ie n d  saved him from 
a b so lu te  p o v e rty . He met an ex-H arvard  fo o tb a l l  c a p ta in , 
who remembered him (a lthough  Davis had been l i t t l e  more 
than  an anonymous s u b s t i tu t e  on th e  team) and h e lp ed  to  
sec u re  fo r  him a tem porary p o s i t io n  as boys' f o o tb a l l  
coach a t  New Y ork 's De L aS alle  I n s t i t u t e .  Davis earned  
a r e l a t i v e ly  handsome s a la r y  o f  $50.00 a week fo r  th e  
n ex t two months and s u c c e s s fu l ly  l iv e d  on th e  money fo r  
th e  r e s t  of the  y e a r .
At th i s  ju n c tu re  Davis t r i e d  to  s e l l  a rom antic 
costume drama to th e  p o p u la r Davis-Keough p roducing  
agency. His p la y , For th e  W hite Rose, was r e je c te d ,  b u t 
one o f  th e  managers sec u red  a t i c k e t  fo r  him to  see a 
perform ance o f The G rea t T ra in  Robbery (190 3) a t  th e  S ta r  
T heatre  on 13th and Broadway. He was to ld  th a t  hie would 
be p a id  f iv e  hundred d o l la r s  i f  he cou ld  w r ite  a melodrama 
l i k e  i t .  He viewed th e  p lay  c r i t i c a l l y  and im m ediately 
went to work to  produce a m an u scrip t fo r  Keough. I t  was 
prom ptly r e je c te d .
Although d isco u rag ed , Davis became convinced th a t  he 
cou ld  w rite  a s u c c e s s fu l  melodrama. To p re p a re  h im se lf , 
he began to  study  c a r e f u l ly  th e  "m elle rs"  as w e ll as the 
audiences who fre q u en ted  th e  popu lar p r ic e d  th e a tre  houses. 
From th e  dime s e a ts  o f  th e  Bowery th e a tr e s  du ring  th e  
w in te r  and sp rin g  o f 1898-99, Davis w atched th e  r e a c tio n s  
o f  aud iences. He wanted to  know w hat made th e se  peop le  
laugh  and c ry , c e r ta in  t h a t  i f  he cou ld  d isco v e r the
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" t r ic k s "  which d e l ig h te d  them, he could  then  c re a te  a p lay  
th a t  would work e f f e c t iv e ly .  He d isco v ered  a number o f 
im portan t f a c to r s . The aud iences n o t on ly  tended  to  be 
uneducated , b u t a ls o  had g re a t  numbers o f im m igrants 
among them, many o f  whom understood  o n ly  th e  rud im ents o f 
E ng lish . He a ls o  d isco v e red  th a t  the o ld  s ta n d a rd  v e r i t i e s  
in v o lv in g  r e l ig io n ,  home, and v ir tu o u s  b eh av io r were 
s tro n g ly  h e ld  in  th e  c o l l e c t iv e  consciousness o f  the 
Bowery's p a tro n s . A lso , th e  huge th e a tre s  o f te n  had poor 
a c o u s tic s . These f a c ts  convinced Davis t h a t  the elem ent 
o f sp e c ta c le  most a t t r a c te d  aud iences to  th e se  th e a t r e s .
g
He would w rite  f o r  th e  "eye, r a th e r  than  fo r  th e  e a r ,"  
dem onstrating  em otions through s e n s a t io n a l  a c tio n  o n s tag e . 
He observed many obvious d i s t in c t io n s  p re v a i l in g  between 
the  le g it im a te  "two d o l la r "  Broadx^ay houses and th e  T hird  
and E ighth Avenue th e a t r e s  in  th e  Bovrery. C hief among 
them was the  com position  o f the  audience i t s e l f .  To th e  
Bowery th e a tre s  came th e  shop g i r l s  and th e  la b o re r s ,  a l l  
l iv in g  a t  poverty  l e v e l s . Among them e x is te d  a wide 
d iv e r s i ty  o f n a t i o n a l i t i e s ,  lan g u ag es, and c u l tu r a l  back­
grounds. Most came o u t o f  th e  f a s t  growing slim s to  make 
up what was c a l le d  th e  " te n - tw e n ty - 'th i r t "  th e a t r e  
c l i e n t e l e .  These p eo p le  flo ck ed  to  th e  th e a tr e s  a t  a tim e 
when a f r a n k fu r te r  and a cup o f  co ffee  cou ld  be purchased  
fo r  fo u r c e n ts . The " m e lle rs ,"  ex trem ely  p o p u la r w ith  th e
® Owen D a v is , I 'd  L ike To Do I t  A gain , p . 36.
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po o r, were obviously  designed  fo r  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  needs, 
a s p i r a t io n s ,  and dream s. S ince many cou ld  n o t h ea r 
because o f  the  poor a c o u s tic s  o r  f a i l e d  to  tran scen d  
language b a r r i e r s ,  they  re q u ire d  a p ro d u c tio n  which r e l i e d  
very  much on the  v is u a l  and l i t t l e  on d ia logue  o r  ch a rac­
t e r i z a t i o n .  Although d is c r im in a tio n  le v e ls  were low, 
th e s e  Bowery th e a tre g o e rs  v o c a lly  su p p o rted  t h e i r  
f a v o r i te s  and w ere e q u a lly  d em o n stra tiv e  i f  any s c r i p t  o r 
perform ance f e l l  s h o r t  o f  t h e i r  e x p e c ta t io n s . They 
hummed and sang e n th u s ia s t i c a l ly  a long  w ith  r a t t y  
o rc h e s tra s  to  tunes l ik e  "The Brave and Handsome Fireman" 
and became to t a l ly  invo lv ed  and moved by th e  s p e c ta c le s .  
They responded to  th e  sen tim en ts  o f  th e  " b a th e tic "  s i t u ­
a t io n s  which e v id e n tly  h e lp ed  to  f i l l  vo ids in  t h e i r  
narrow l i v e s .  They s to o d  un ifo rm ly  to g e th e r  in  th e  con- 
v i t io n  th a t  v ir tu e  c o n s t i tu te d ,  w ith o u t e x c e p tio n , i t s  
own rew ard , and p o e t ic  j u s t i c e  rem ained an a b s o lu te . In  
sum, Davis concluded t h a t  th e  b a s ic  requ irem en ts  o f  th e  
"m elle rs"  were a prim ary em phasis on s p e c ta c u la r  sc e n ic  
e f f e c t s ,  w e ll-d e f in e d  c o n f l i c t s  o f  good and e v i l  (w ith 
ju s t i c e  always tr iu m p h a n t) , a sim ple and d i r e c t  love 
i n t e r e s t ,  and a u t i l i z a t i o n  o f s to c k  comic c h a ra c te rs  
and s te re o ty p e s .
What Davis accom plished as a neophyte p lay w rig h t in  
h is  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f a new g en re , was th e  c r e a t io n  o f  a 
su c c e s s fu l form ula which e x p lo i te d  th e  v a lu e  o f  s p e c ta c le
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in  a p r o le ta r ia n  th e a t r e .  He a p p lie d  s c i e n t i f i c  methods to  
a study o f  what made a p a r t i c u l a r  k in d  o f  s c r i p t  work fo r  
an audience, and he u t i l i z e d  tech n iq u es  which suppo rted  th a t  
method.
•The summer of 189 8 took him to  P o r tla n d , Maine. By 
Ju ly  l l r he succeeded in  g e t t in g  For th e  W hite Rose on th e  
boards a t  th e  Gem T hea tre  in  P eak 's  I s la n d . But th e  p ro ­
d u c tio n  e v id e n tly  b ro u g h t l i t t l e  o r  no p r o f i t ,  fo r  he 
l a t e r  a r r iv e d  in  New London (w ith n in e ty  ce n ts  in  h is  
pocket) to  t r y  to  jo in  th e  James O 'N e ill  Company. S ince 
a co n d itio n  o f h is  employment re q u ire d  an o u tla y  o f  $750.00 
fo r  p e rso n a l costum es, he dec ided  in s te a d  to  t r y  h is
7fo r tu n e s  once ag a in  in  New York.
He s e t t l e d  in  M anhattan in  Septem ber, and soon began 
an a lp h a b e tic a l  check l i s t  o f  th e  Broadway p ro d u c e rs ' 
o f f i c e s .  The "B 's" b ro u g h t him to  W illiam  A. Brady (whom 
Davis l a t e r  d e sc rib ed  o f a l l  th e  men he had known, as " th e
omost fabu lous" and " in  a c la s s  by h im s e lf " ) .  Brady, n o t 
in te r e s te d  in  Davis a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  s e n t  him to  Gus H i l l ,  
who gave Davis h is  f i r s t  m ajor w r i t in g  b reak th rough  in  
New York C ity .
77 I t  seems i r o n ic  t h a t  Davis came so c lo se  to  working 
fo r  th e  f a th e r  o f  Eugene O 'N e ill  s in c e  bo th  men were to  
become m ajor vo ices  o f  New Realism  in  America in  th e  second 
decade o f  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry .
® A llen  C h u rc h ill ,  "Owen Davis" in  The G reat White 
Way (New York: E. P. D utton , I n c . ,  1962), p . 237.
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Gus H i l l ,  a  t h i r t y - f i v e  y ea rs  o ld  sw inger o f  In d ian  
c lu b s , was le a d in g  perfo rm er o f "Gus H i l l ’ s S t a r s ” a t  
B ro o k ly n 's  S ta r  T h e a tre . In  a s tra n g e  q u irk  o f  mood o r  
e c e n t r i c i t y ,  H i l l  decided  to back D avis' Through the  
B reakers fo r  a t r y o u t  in  B rid g e p o rt, C o n n ec ticu t. The 
p lay w rig h t had to  p u t up an e la b o ra te  f r o n t  to  o b ta in  
H i l l 's  su p p o rt in  g e t t in g  th e  p lay  on th e  b o ard s. He had 
c o n f id e n tly  a ssu re d  H i l l  t h a t  he had th e  n ecessary  ex p e r­
t i s e  and background to  h i r e  a l l  o f th e  a c to rs  as w e ll  as 
to  re h e a rse  and mount the  show. The t r u th  was t h a t  he 
knew l i t t l e  beyond th e  le sso n s  o f h is  b r i e f  a p p re n tic e sh ip  
w ith  Janauschek abou t any o f th e se  a re a s . H i l l  had 
guaran teed  Davis $50.00 p e r  week and f u l l  f in a n c ia l  back­
in g  fo r  th e  p ro d u c tio n . I f  th e  p lay  succeeded , o n e - th i rd  
o f  the  p r o f i t s  was to  f a l l  to  th e  p lay w rig h t. Through the 
B reakers d id  ex trem ely  w e ll ( i t  n e t te d  $17,000.00 in  only  
th re e  months) g iv in g  Davis h is  f i r s t  s tead y  income in  th e  
w orld  o f  th e a t r e  s in c e  h is  t e n ta t iv e  e n try  th re e  y ea rs  
e a r l i e r .  Opening in  New York on January  30, 1899, the  
p lay  con tinued  to  run fo r  more than  f iv e  y ea rs  i n  p o p u la r 
p r ic e d  houses on th re e  c o n tin e n ts . Although Davis was a 
nov ice  as d i r e c to r ,  he knew enough to  make h is  own p la y  
work e f f e c t iv e ly .  Most im p o rtan t, Through th e  B reakers 
proved s a la b le .  W alter P ric h a rd  Eaton, musing in  h is  New 
York H erald -T ribune column alm ost t h i r t y - f i v e  y ea rs  l a t e r ,  
r e c a l le d  see in g  in  a H arvard Crimson l a t e  in  th e  18 8 0 's  
th e  banner h e a d lin e , "H arvard has a t  l a s t  produced a
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p lay w rig h t! See Through th e  B reakers by Owen D avis, ’93 ."  
A d d itio n a l p ro d u c tio n s  soon fo llow ed . Davis p u l le d  o u t  o f  
h is  tru n k  a p lay  c a l le d  Abner W hite From B e l f a s t . 10 On 
A p ril  9, 1900, i t  opened a t ’ th e  Grand T hea tre  in  Boston 
w ith  th e  new t i t l e  o f Over th e  F ence. That same y ea r he 
produced an o th e r p la y , Reaping the  W hirlw ind, a t  th e  S ta r  
T h ea tre  in  m id-Septem ber. By th i s  tim e , Owen Davis was 
devo ting  h im se lf f u l ly  to  p la y w r itin g . Although he p l i e d  
h is  c r a f t  a t  the  lower end o f  the a r t i s t i c  h ie ra rc h y  which 
e x is te d  in  1900, he was n o n e th e le ss  a p ro fe s s io n a l  e a rn in g  
a l iv in g  in  the  New York th e a t r e  scene .
Davis e n te re d  h is  p ro fe s s io n  in  the e ra  o f d i r e c to r -  
managers l i k e  A ugustin  D aly, S te e le  MacKaye, and David 
B elasco . Along w ith  A. M. Palm er (whom Davis c a l le d  " th e  
f i r s t  man I  worked w ith  and one o f th e  b e s t " ) ,H  th e se  men 
in flu e n c e d  Davis as he began h is  c a re e r  as a w r i t e r -  
d i r e c to r .  Davis r e c a l l s  o th e r  f ig u re s  who im pressed  him, 
l i k e  C harles Hoyt (A T rip  to  Chinatown, 1891) , Henry 
M ille r , and C harles and D aniel Frohm an,with t h e i r  penchan t 
fo r  good t a s t e  and h o n esty . W inthrop Ames and d ra m a tis t-  
d i r e c to r  W inchell Smith were a c t iv e  as Davis began h is
9 (In  a review  o f  I ' d  L ike To Do I t  Again) New York 
H era ld -T rib u n e , 8 February 1931, p . 5.
10 Owen D avis, "Abner W hite From B e lf a s t ,"  1900 (Unpub­
l is h e d  m an u scrip t in  th e  L inco ln  C en ter C o l le c t io n ) . Here­
a f t e r  c i te d  as UM, LCTC.
11 Owen D avis, I 'd  L ike To Do I t  A gain, p . 49.
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p la y w ritin g  c a re e r .  Also Davis found in s p i r a t io n  from Sam, 
Lee and Jake S hubert (.challengers o f the  pow erfu l syn d ica te ) 
and men o f  th e  th e a t r e  l i k e  George A bbott, A rthur Hopkins, 
George M. Cohan, Jed  H a r r is , and Sam H a rr is .
P opular p lay w rig h ts  o f  the  e a r ly  19 0 0 's  in c lu d ed  
Augustus Thomas, Bronson Howard, and Edward H arrig an , who 
w ere, to  newcomer D avis, th e  "Big T h ree ."  In a d d it io n , he 
s tu d ie d  the  new drama o f  r e a l i s t s  l i k e  James A. Heme 
(M argaret F lem ing, 1891 and Shore A cres , 1892), W illiam  
Dean Howells (A C o u n te r fe it  P resen tm en t, 1877) and Hamlin 
G arland (Main T ra v e lle d  Roads, 1891) a l l  o f whom were 
f in d in g  audiences fo r  in n o v a tiv e  th e a t r e  p r a c t ic e .  W illiam  
G i l l e t t e 's  S e c re t  S e rv ice  (1895) had b ro u g h t melodrama to  
new le v e ls  o f  e x c e lle n c e  in  America. W illiam  Vaughn 
Moody's The G reat D ivide (1906), th e  work o f  C harles K line 
(which cu lm inated  in  a f in e  melodrama, Bought and P aid  F o r , 
in  1911) and Clyde F itc h  (C ap ta in  J in k s  o f  the  Horse 
M arines, 1900), and Eugene W a lte r 's  The E a s ie s t  Way (1909) 
p ro v id ed  Davis w ith  a w ea lth  o f s k i l l f u l l y  produced 
m a te r ia l  to  em ulate in  the  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f  h is  c a re e r .
In a d d it io n  to  Fanny Janauschek , Davis was in flu e n c e d
by th e  perform ances o f  many m aster th e a t r e  a r t i s t s ,  such
1 0as Sarah B ern h a rd t, Edwin Booth, L a u re tte  T ay lo r,
E leanora  Duse, P au lin e  Lord, Mrs. F isk e , Jane Cowl, Ada
12 Davis r e c a l le d  having f i r s t  seen  Booth a c t  in  
Boston du rin g  h is  te n u re  as a s tu d e n t  a t  H arvard.
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Rehan, Maude Adams, Fannie D avenport, and M odjeska.
O thers l ik e  Joseph J e f f e r s o n ,  R ichard  M ansfie ld , Nat 
Goodwin, and John Drew, w ith  h i s  " p o li te "  comedy, perhaps 
a lso  had some in f lu e n c e  on h is  e a r ly  w r i t in g  s t y l e .  
Im p o rtan tly , Owen Davis began h is  c a re e r  a t  a tim e and in  
a p lace  re sp le n d e n t in  t h e a t r i c a l  t a l e n t s  and s k i l l s .  He 
l a t e r  b o asted  t h a t  th e  American th e a t r e  scene in  1900 
r ic h ly  m otivated  h is  c a r e e r . ^
In 1901, Davis ag a in  teamed h is  e f f o r t s  w ith  Gus H i l l ;  
L ost in  th e  D esert opened a t  th e  S ta r  T hea tre  on 
14 January . With t h i s  p la y , H i l l  and Davis sough t to  
em ulate o r even c h a lle n g e  th e  k ind  o f work being  done by 
Daly, B elasco , and C harles  Fohman in  th e  more p re s t ig io u s  
th e a t r e s .  The p r o f i t s  r e a l iz e d  e a r l i e r  from Through the  
B reakers allow ed them th e  luxu ry  o f h i r in g  an excep­
t io n a l ly  f in e  c a s t ,  a tro u p e  o f  a c ro b a ts , and fo u r t r a in e d  
h o rse s . The s c r i p t  rev o lv ed  around a young man f a l s e ly  
accused o f bank robbery  who escapes p ro se c u tio n  by becom­
ing  a s a i l o r .  On h is  s h ip , he encoun te rs  th e  r e a l  
c r im in a ls . A fte r  a s e r i e s  o f  s p e c ta c u la r  e v e n ts , the 
hero  escapes from th e  sh ip , which has been s e t  a f i r e  by the  
v i l l a i n s .  Having escaped  to  th e  d e s e r t ,  th e  good fo lk s  
(the  h e ro in e , s o u b re t te ,  and o th e rs  who a lso  su rv iv e  the  
burned sh ip) a l t e r n a te ly  a re  s ta rv e d  and s e t  upon by
^  Owen D avis, My F i r s t  F i f t y  Years in  th e  T hea tre  
(Boston; W alter H. Baker C o ., 1950), pp. 21-45.
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heathen  Arabs a t  th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f th e  v i l la in o u s  Duncan 
Howells (p o rtray ed  by "m elle r"  f a v o r i te  O rlin  K y le ). A 
m ighty mechanized v e h ic le  ra c e  clim axes th e  a c tio n  and 
o rd e r i s  a p p ro p r ia te ly  r e s to r e d .  But the  p lay  f a i l e d  to  
p le a se  audiences s u f f i c i e n t ly  (in  s p i t e  of a l l  th e  spec­
ta c u la r  a t t r a c t io n s )  to  recoup i t s  i n i t i a l  in vestm en t fo r  
th e  p r o d u c e r s .^
In  o th e r  ways. L ost in  th e  D ese rt p rov ided  a sub­
s t a n t i a l  ga in  f o r  p lay w rig h t D avis. P lay in g  th e  s o u b re t te ,  
o r  comic lead  (S a lly  P e a s le y ) , in  th i s  p ro d u c tio n  was a 
lo v e ly  young a c tr e s s  from Chicago named E liz a b e th  Drury 
(" Iza" ) Breyer. D avis, who had re c e n tly  h ire d  h e r from the 
E. H. Sothern  tro u p e , admired h e r , co u rted  h e r , and 
f i n a l l y  m arried  h e r in  S t .  Louis on 15 A p ril  1901. The 
m arriage  was to  l a s t  fo r  f i f t y - f i v e  y e a rs .
In  1901 Davis used th e  Baker T hea tre  in  R ocheste r, New 
York, fo r  summer s to ck  v e n tu re s . He had le a se d  th e  house 
from th e  S h u b erts . A fte r  two s u b s ta n t i a l  lo s se s  w ith  The 
F a ta l  C a ll (1901) and The Two Orphans (1901), Davis 
managed s u c c e s s fu l p ro d u c tio n s  o f  The G athering  Storm and 
Under Two F lags (both in  1901). The l a t t e r ,  a v e rs io n  o f 
a s to ry  by Ouida, became an immediate popu lar s u c c e s s .15
New York D ram atic M irro r , 19 January  1901, d . 38 
(CF, LCTC).
ouida was a pseudonym fo r  th e  E n g lish  n o v e l i s t  
M arie Louise de l a  Ra-mee.
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I t s  p r o f i t s  su rp asse d  $10,000 in  fo u r weeks and p u t  the 
R ochester o p e ra tio n  back in to  th e  b la c k .
Davis m ain ta ined  th i s  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e  S huberts 
fo r  fo u r  y e a rs . This invo lved  n o t on ly  co n tin u in g  th e  
Baker T hea tre  in  R o ch este r, b u t adding houses in  Syracuse, 
U tic a , B rooklyn, P h ila d e lp h ia  and o th e r  m ajor c i t i e s .  
E liz a b e th  B reyer Davis became one o f th e  most p o p u la r 
a t t r a c t io n s  o f  th e se  companies th roughou t th e  E a s t. In  
f a c t ,  Davis i n s i s t e d  th roughou t h is  l i f e  t h a t  h is  w ife  
would have been an a c tr e s s  o f th e  f i r s t  m agnitude had 
she n o t made th e  d e c is io n  to  devote h e r s e l f  to  dom estic 
m a tte rs .
In  1902 came th e  p re lim in a ry  n e g o tia t io n s  which led  
to  th e  "Owen D avis-A l Woods Melodrama F a c t o r y . D a v i s  
s ig n ed  a c o n tra c t  in  th e  f a l l  to  w r i te  a melodrama fo r  
Sam H a r r is , "Big Tim" S u lliv a n , and A1 Woods,^8 a group 
which produced fo r  th e  S t a i r  and H avlin  C i r c u i t .  Davis 
c re a te d  n o t one, b u t a s e r ie s  o f  m anuscrip ts  f o r  them.
In  f a c t ,  Davis had h is  b u s ie s t  yea r in  1902 w ith  fo u r 
p ro d u c tio n s  a t  th e  Baker in  R o ch este r, a p la y  a t  S y rac u se 's
U n id e n tif ie d  newspaper c lip p in g  (c . 19 34) c a l le d  
"V arious S tages" (CF, LCTC). D avis ' only  o th e r  reco rded  
p lay  p r io r  to  1902 was C ircus' Day, 4 O ctober 1901.
Lewin G off, "The Owen D avis-A l Woods Melodrama 
F a c to ry ,"  E d u ca tio n a l T hea tre  J o u rn a l . XI (October 1959), 
pp. 200-207.
18 Montrose J .  Moses, "The M etamorphosis o f Owen 
D avis," ' T hea tre  Magazine (May 1922), p . 300.
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N atio n a l T h ea tre , and one a t  th e  S ta r  in  New York. The 
p la y s  fo r  R o c h e s te r 's  Baker T h ea tre  fo r  1902 in c lu d ed  My 
Old Kentucky Home, Between Love and Duty, Ily Lady N e l l , 
and In  the  Hands o f  th e  Enemy, a l l  p re se n te d  between A p ril  
and A ugust. The p ro d u c tio n  a t  S yracuse , e n t i t l e d  Her 
M arriage Vow, opened in  June; c r i t i c  Ward Morehouse 
re p o r te d  th a t  in  s p i t e  o f the f a c t  t h a t  i t  had been
1 Qw r i t te n  in  th re e  days, i t  was an adm irable melodrama.  ^
C oncurrent w ith  the  opening o f  h is  R ochester s e r i e s  fo r  
t h a t  season , D avis' A G am bler's Daughter began a su cc ess­
f u l  run a t  th e  S ta r .
During th e  l a s t  p a r t  o f  1902, th e  H a r r is -S u ll iv a n -  
Woods tr iu m v ira te  s p l i t  up. Sam H a rr is  decided  to  a l ig n  
h im se lf w ith  Theodore Kramer, who along w ith  C harles  A. 
B laney, Hal R eid , L incoln  C a r te r ,  and C harles T ay lo r re p ­
re se n te d  the  most p o p u la r of the o th e r  d ra m a tis ts  p roduc­
ing  " m e lle rs ."  S u lliv a n  w ent h is  own way and Woods moved 
in to  a s in g u la r  c o l la b o ra tio n  w ith  Owen D avis. This p ro f ­
i t a b l e  p a r tn e rs h ip  was to  produce a long s t r i n g  of 
rem arkably s u c c e s s fu l  melodramas. I t  took tim e , however, 
fo r  the  Davis-Woods " fa c to ry "  to  g e t i t s  mass p ro d u c tio n  
wheels tu rn in g . D avis, in  th e  meantime, unab le  to  rem ain 
i d l e ,  con tinued  to  produce p lay s  fo r  th e  summer o p e ra tio n s  
w ith  New York p ro d u c tio n s  o f te n  fo llo w in g .
1 9 Ward Morehouse, New York Sun, 27 August 1943,
p . 29.
26
The Baker in  R ocheste r mounted The L ighthouse by th e  
S e a ^ O  ^  G reat Tem ptation in  A p ril o f 1903. By e a r ly
f a l l ,  b o th  s c r ip t s  had won New York p ro d u c tio n s . Her One 
F a lse  S tep and Over the  Quarry B rin k , a lso  p a r t  o f the  sum­
m er' s f a r e ,  f a i l e d  to  g a in  p ro d u c tio n s  i n  New York. In 
November, Queen of' th e  White S laves opened a t  th e  Grand, 
g iv in g  Davis h is  th i r d  New York p ro d u c tio n  o f the  season . 
The program l i s t e d  the  a u th o r as A rthu r Lamb, a pseudonym 
employed by Owen D a v is .2^ In  1904, D ea lers ' in  W hite Women 
and Man Proposes appeared  a t  th e  New S ta r  T hea tre  in  New 
York.
In  1905 Al Woods and Davis began t h e i r  c o l la b o ra tio n . 
The c o n tra c t  t h a t  r e s u l t e d  from t h e i r  n e g o tia t io n s  was 
most u nusual. The term s s ta te d  t h a t  Woods would produce 
no fewer than  fo u r new p lay s  by Davis d u rin g  th e  f i r s t  
y e a r  o f  t h e i r  agreem ent. A f te r  th e  i n i t i a l  y e a r ,  fo u r new 
p lu s  fo u r o ld  p lay s  were to  be produced each season  fo r  
f iv e  y e a rs . This e x c lu s iv e  c o n tr a c t  gave Davis a t  l e a s t
20 Owen D avis, "The L ighthouse by th e  S ea ,"  1903 
(U npublished ty p e s c r ip t ,  L inco ln  C en ter T h ea tre  C o lle c ­
tio n )  h e r e a f te r  c i t e d  as UT, LCTC.
The p r a c t ic e  o f u sin g  pseudonyms was a common one 
fo r  D avis. He en joyed  c re a t in g  new au th o rs  in  th e  f i e l d  
o f melodrama l i k e  R obert Wayne, George W alker, John O liv e r , 
and W alter Laurence. The purpose o f the p r a c t ic e  was 
sim p le . R o y a ltie s  and bookings would n o t appear to  be 
accru in g  to  only one in d iv id u a l  i f  d i f f e r e n t  names 
appeared on th e  p o s te r s ,  p l a y b i l l s ,  and program s. Lamb 
and M artin  Hurly were names th a t  Davis used in  1903- 
1904.
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e ig h t  p la y s  each c a le n d a r  y ea rs  w ith  each p lay  e l i g i b l e  to
to u r  on th e  S ta ir -H a v lin  C ir c u i t  fo r  no few er than t h i r t y
weeks. The p la y w rig h t, th e r e f o r e ,  was guaran teed  two
hundred and e ig h ty  weeks o f  r o y a l t i e s  each season . The
term s o f the  p a c t  d id  n o t p e rm it Davis to  w r i te  fo r
an o th e r manager and p ro h ib i te d  Woods from producing  any
o th e r  a u th o r. Both men e v id e n tly  ch ea ted  on th i s  p o in t  o f
th e  agreem ent, b u t  no f r i c t i o n  developed as a r e s u l t  o f i t ,
and each f e l t  t h a t  the  o th e r  had l iv e d  up to  th e  s p i r i t  o f
th e  c o l la b o ra tio n . A ccording to  th e  New York W orld-
Telegram o f  18 March 19 38, f i f t y - n in e  p lay s r e s u l te d  from 
22th e  p a c t .  Few a s s o c ia t io n s  between au th o r and p roducer 
have e q u a lle d  th e  e x c lu s iv e  c o n tr a c t  d ev ised  by Woods and 
D avis, b u t i t  worked. -For exam ple, Owen Davis once had 
e ig h teen  p lays to u r in g  p o p u la r p r ic e d  houses ac ro ss  th e  
coun try  i n  a s in g le  seaso n . T ogether, Al Woods and Owen
Davis re p o r te d ly  add ressed  as many as seven m ill io n
2 2th e a tre g o e rs  each and every  season .
The C onfessions o f a W ife, 24 th e  debu t p ro d u c tio n  of 
t h i s  team, was p re se n te d  a t  the  14th S t r e e t  T hea tre  on 
13 February  1903 to  an a p p re c ia t iv e  au d ien ce . Davis always 
b e lie v e d  t h a t  th i s  p lay  and The Gambler of th e  West (which
22 New York W orld-Telegram , 18 March 1938 (CF, LCTC).
23 I b id .
24 Owen D avis, "The C onfessions o f a W ife ," 1905
(UT, LCTC).
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opened in  O ctober o f th e  same year) were b e t t e r  than  t h e i r  
lu r id  t i t l e  in d ic a te d .  Davis c a l le d  The Gambler o f th e
W est/ "by f a r  th e  b e s t  o f  th e  s e n s a t io n a l  melodramas o f
25th e  tim e ."  C e r ta in ly  i t  was one o f  th e  most su c c e s s fu l/  
as i t s  f iv e -y e a r  run in  d iv e rs e  p o p u la r house sub­
s t a n t i a t e d .  But th e  c r i t i c  fo r  the  Brooklyn D aily  Eagle 
re a c te d  n e g a tiv e ly  to  th e  p ro d u c tio n / r e f e r r in g  d is d a in ­
f u l ly  to  pre-show  hoop la / s t r e e t  p a ra d e s , a n d .th e  in c lu ­
s io n  o nstage  o f  k n ife  th row ers and even an educated  h o rse  
t h a t  r a is e d  an American f l a g . 28 in  t r u t h ,  only  one o f the
Davis-Woods c o l la b o ra tio n s  f a i l e d  to  g en e ra te  f in a n c ia l
2 7su ccess . This was The Power o f  Money in  190 6.
The C onfessions o f  a Wife i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  s t y l e  and
techn ique o f D avis ' emerging a r t  in  th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie th
cen tu ry . I t  se rv e s  as bo th  a p ro to ty p e  fo r  "Davidrama" (a
term  co ined  by R o llin  Lynde H art who a p p lie d  i t  to  the
p a r t i c u l a r  k ind  o f  melodrama w r i t te n  by Owen Davis du ring
78h is  te n u re  w ith  A1 Woods) and i s  an o u ts ta n d in g  example 
of h is  work in  s e n sa tio n a l  melodrama a l to g e th e r .  For
Brooklyn D aily E ag le , 7 O ctober 1906 (CF, LCTC).
2 6  I b i d *
27 S u b t i t le d  "In  th e  C lu tches o f  th e  T ru s t ,"  The Power 
o f  Money fe a tu re d , among o th e r  th in g s , a v i l l a i n  c a p i t a l i s t  
who to r tu r e s  a boy by g r in d in g  h is  arm in  a l e t t e r  p re ss  
and th e  appearance onstage  o f an a c to r  p o r tra y in g  th e  P re s i ­
d en t o f  th e  U nited S ta te s  ( a t  th a t  tim e , Teddy R oosevelt) 
who saves th e  hero  by ap p ea lin g  to  a mob o f s t r i k e r s .
28 R o llin  Lynde H art, The People a t  Play (New York:
Ives  Washburn, 1930), p . 132.
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D avis, The C onfessions o f  a W ife re p re s e n ts  h i s  ty p ic a l  
p lo t  s t r u c tu r e  and u su a l approach to  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  in  
th e  "m e lle r" ; i t  a lso  i l l u s t r a t e s  D avis ' use o f 
th e  s ta g e  dev ices and " s e n s a tio n s ” a s s o c ia te d  w ith  h is  
w ork .2^
When he w rote The C onfessions o f  a W ife in  1905, 
Davis was as  much a d i s c ip le  o f Dion B o u c c ic a u lt’and Lope 
deVega in  melodrama as he would become o f  Eugene O 'N e ill  
l a t e r  in  th e  realm  o f new re a lism . In th e  e v o lu tio n  o f 
h is  form ula fo r  s u c c e s s fu l  m elodram atic p lo t s  and ch a r­
a c te r s ,  Davis came to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  aud iences wanted the 
k ind  o f e x a l ta t io n  found in  f a s t ,  s e n s a t io n a l  a c tio n  
which em phasized s p e c ta c u la r  v is u a l  e f f e c t s .  Borrowing 
generously  from the p a s t ,  and from h is  con tem poraries in  
th e  genre l ik e  Theodore Kramer, Hal R eid , L inco ln  C a r te r , 
and C harles T a y l o r , he developed a s w if t ,  j o u r n a l i s t i c
2  ^ I r o n ic a l ly ,  o f  a l l  o f D avis ' " t e n - tw e n ty - 'th i r t "  
m an u scrip ts , seven (L ighthouse by the  Sea [1903], The 
C onfessions o f  a Wife [1905], At The W orld 's  Mercy [1906], 
S e c re ts  o f  th e  P o lic e  [1906], Ruled O ff th e  T urf [1906],
A Race Across th e  C on tin en t [1907], and C onvict 999 
[1907)1 a re  a v a ila b le  to  h i s to r ia n s  and sc h o la rs  f o r  c r i t ­
i c a l  exam ination and study . Davis h id  away o r  d es tro y ed  
alm ost a l l  o f  th e  o ld  "Davidrama" s c r i p t s .  In  a l e t t e r  
to  Lewin Goff (February 3, 19 48), th e  p lay w rig h t s t a t e d ,  
"Nobody i s  ev e r going to  see  'N e l l i e '  ag a in . I  g o t away 
w ith  i t  once and I  see no reason  in  tem pting  p ro v id en c e ."  
Thus the  work o f  te n  y ea rs  Croughly 129 p la y s ,  composed 
o f  ov er two m ill io n  words) even though i t  r e p re s e n ts  
on ly  th e  crude beg inn ings o f  D av is ' c a re e r ,  a r e  y e t  to  
be uncovered by s c h o la r s .
30 T aylor was th e  husband o f L a u re tte  T ay lo r, who 
l a t e r  p layed  in  many o f  D avis ' m ajor s c r i p t s  fo r  th e  
le g i t im a te  Broadway s ta g e .
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s t y l e ,  an economy o f d ia lo g u e , and a bo ldness o f  s tro k e  
n ecessary  to  meet the  demands o f  h is  p o p u la r p u b l ic .  He 
c re a te d  m elodram atic " s te r e o ty p e s ’* to  c a rry  o u t th e  naive 
c o n f l ic t s  o f h is  p lo t s .  The "m elle r"  p lo t s  had become 
dependent upon an o b lig a to ry  s e r ie s  o f " se n sa tio n s"  
c re a te d  fo r  each s c r i p t ,  and were s t ru c tu re d  to  in c lu d e  
sim ple t r a n s i t i o n a l  b r id g e s  o f  d ia lo g u e  from one clim ac-' 
t i c  scene to  an o th e r . Davis d e sc rib e d  a r e p re s e n ta t iv e  
sc e n a r io  fo r  a melodrama as follows-: Act One s t a r t s  th e  
tro u b le ;  Act Two f u r th e r  co m p lica tes  th e  t ro u b le  c u l­
m inating  in  th e  h e ro in e ’’s m ost extrem e p l i g h t ,  " a t  th e  
mercy" o f th e  v i l l a i n ;  Act Three re sc u e s  th e  lady  "by th e  
s ta g e  c a rp e n te r"  in  w hat was expec ted  to  be th e  p la y 's  
most sp e c ta c u la r  v is u a l  moments; f i n a l l y ,  A ct Four 
re u n ite s  th e  lo v e rs  and j u s t l y  p u n ish es  th e  v i l l a i n .
The C onfessions o f  a W ife, a long  w ith  The Gambler o f 
th e  W est, rem ains th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  p e rso n a l s e le c t io n  as 
r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f h is  b e s t  e f f o r t s  in  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f 
h is  developm ent as an a r t i s t .  D avis ' r e l ia n c e  upon th e  
v is u a l  and sp e c ta c u la r  s c e n ic  e f f e c t s  have never been more 
in  evidence than  in  th is  p la y . The s c r i p t  fo llow s the  
h e ro in e , A lice  R u th erfo rd , in  a f r a n t i c  l in e  of a c tio n  
which c a r r ie s  h e r  from h e r f a t h e r 's  b lack sm ith  shop, . 
through a b je c t  p o verty  in  ITew York C ity , a d a rin g  w ate r 
re sc u e , a c lim a c tic  c o n f ro n ta tio n  on a ra ilw ay  t r a i n  
s t a l l e d  by a b l iz z a r d ,  and an a ttem p ted  murder a t  th e  
hands o f  h e r ex-husband. Holding f a s t  to  th e  demands o f
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the  ' 'm e l le r ,” Davis p a in ts  good and e v i l  as c le a r ly  
d e f in a b le  fo rc es  and p ro v id es  a s e r i e s  o f  rom antic  love 
i n t e r e s t s  more su b tly  t r e a te d  than  by many o f  h i s  con­
tem poraries  in  th e  gen re .
The p lo t  opens w ith  an immediate re c o u rse  to  v is u a l  
humor. B efore a c h a ra c te r  u t t e r s  a word, th e  ju v e n ile  
comedian Sam S prou ts s i t s  on a re d -h o t  b a r  o f i ro n  w h ile  
s le e p i ly  ten d in g  the  bellow s in  h is  em p lo y er's  b lacksm ith  
shop. Once t h i s  a t t e n t io n - g e t t in g  dev ice  i s  p a s t ,  c le a r ly  
la b e l le d  c h a ra c te r s  a re  in tro d u ced  who o f te n  d e f in e  them­
se lv e s  w ith  t h e i r  opening l i n e s .  The h e r o in e 's  Aunt 
Hannah, fo r  exam ple, im m ediately launches a v e rb a l a s s a u l t  
on th e  comic boy, p ro v id in g  him w ith  abundant ammunition 
fo r  a r u s t i c  "put-down" o f  the  sour o ld  s p i n s t e r . 22
F ollow ing a s h o r t  e x p o s ito ry  s e c tio n  which e s ta b ­
l i s h e s  reasons fo r  th e  r e c e n t  and sudden r e tu r n  o f  A lice  
R u therfo rd  to  h e r  home town, the h e ro in e  appears to  ch a l­
lenge the  m alice o f h e r  f a th e r 's  s i s t e r  by ta k in g  a firm  
s ta n d  a g a in s t  th e  ag g ress iv en ess  o f  the  o ld e r  woman. The 
h e ro in e  gains s tro n g  audience su p p o rt a lm ost im m ediately  
in  a debate  over who w i l l  c o n tro l  th e  househo ld . When h e r
For exam ple, th e  in n o v a tiv e  "humours" c h a ra c te r  
i s  c le v e r ly  drawn and a d e l ig h t f u l  s o u b re t te  i s  c re a te d  
in  the  person o f p oo r, b u t  p lucky l i t t l e  B e tty  Bloom.
22 Owen D avis, "The C onfessions o f  a W ife ," 1905 
(UT, LCTC) . H e re a f te r  c i te d  as-' W ife CUT,LCTC) .
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f a th e r  backs h e r  c la im  a g a in s t  th a t  o f h is  s i s t e r ,  th e  
s ta g e  i s  s e t  fo r  v in d ic t iv e  b eh av io r on th e  p a r t  o f Aunt 
Hannah, and A lic e  has met h e r  f i r s t  m ajor ad v e rsa ry . The 
p o v e rty  and t r a v a i l s ,  as w e ll as th e  g r i t  o f  t h i s  c e n tr a l  
fem ale c h a ra c te r  in  The C onfessions o f  a W ife hearkens 
back to  s i tu a t io n s  in  Thomas H ardy 's  Tess o f  th e  
D 'u r b e r v i l le s , w ith  th e  s ig n i f i c a n t  d if fe re n c e  t h a t  A lice 
R u th e rfo rd , hav ing  d e a l t  w ith  th e  bigamy o f  h e r  form er 
husband by having  him j a i l e d ,  i s  p la c e d  in  a d d it io n a l  
jeopardy  upon h is  r e tu r n .
The second comedy man, a Davis "humours" c h a ra c te r  (a 
comic type which r e l i e s  upon p h y s ic a l c o n d itio n s  fo r  i t s  
hum or), appears n e x t as th e  p lo t  u n fo ld s . He i s  a 
rem arkably amusing p o r t r a i t  o f  a sm all town newsman named 
P e te r  Q u i l le t ,  th e  nervous e d i to r  o f  th e  P in e v i l le  
F in g e r . He bemoans h is  p o s i t io n  in  th e  v i l l a g e ,  com­
p la in in g  th a t  "B ein ' an e d i to r  i s  d is c o u ra g in ' in  th i s  
town. There a i n ' t  no news, and i f  th e re  was, nobody would 
buy th e  p ap e r, a n ' i f  they  d id , most o f 'em c a n 't  re a d , 
and i f  they  co u ld , they  c a n 't  some o f  'em u nderstand  
n o th in ',  and i f .  they  co u ld , th e y 'd  say I  was a l i a r . " ^
A fte r  the  b r i e f  comic in te r lu d e  p rov id ed  by Q u i l le t ,
33 This c h a ra c te r  i s  a p re c u rso r  of Henry W illiam s 
in  The Nervous Wreck, D avis' c l a s s i c  fa rc e  o f 1923.
34 W ife, 1905 CUT, LCTC), Act I .
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O liv e r Ashmore and E l la  Newcomb a r r iv e  a t  th e  b lacksm ith  
shop. O liv e r , a r a i l r o a d  man, has d e c la re d  h is  w ish to  
marry A lice . E l la ,  a p re te n t io u s  s o c ie ty  a d v e n tu re ss , 
d isp la y s  contem pt fo r  everyone w ith  th e  ex c ep tio n  o f 
Ashmore, who i s  th e  t a r g e t  o f  h e r  own m a r ita l  a s p i r a t io n s .
A lice  and E l la  engage in  some s p i r i t e d  v e rb a l
d u e llin g  in  which A lice  re v e a ls  h e r  su sp ic io n  o f  th e
c le v e r  "vamp." She sa y s , " I  thank you, Miss Newcomb, i f
35you a re  s i n c e r e ."
E l la  makes no e f f o r t  w hatsoever to  co n cea l h e r  d i s ­
d ain  when she d e c la re s ,  " I f  you a re  p ru d en t you w i l l  have 
no th ing  more to  do w ith  him [O liv e r ] ."
Follow ing th e  i n i t i a l  c o n f ro n ta tio n  between A lice  and 
E l la ,  th e  young comedian i s  l e f t  a lone on s ta g e  to  meet 
w ith  h i s  fem ale c o u n te rp a r t ,  B e tty  Bloom, a runaway orphan 
who " a i n ' t  had a r e a l  meal fo r  107 y e a r s . " ^7 B etty  i s  
allow ed a meal a f t e r  th e  in te r c e s s io n  o f  o ld  Simon R uther­
fo rd , who o v e rru le s  th e  c a llo u sn e s s  o f  h is  s e l f i s h  
s i s t e r ,  who wants to  send th e  c h i ld  away hungry. B e tty , 
no t w anting to  be a b eggar, responds to  h is  k indness by 
say in g , "My h e a r t 's  f u l l  anyway and t h a t 's  b e t t e r  than  a 
m eal. I  was hungry fo r  food, b u t  I  was s t a r v i n ' fo r  a
35 W ife/ 1905 CUT, LCTC), A ct I .
36 I b id . , A ct I .
37 i b i d . , Act I .
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k ind  w o rd .”38
Simon c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  i n s i s t s  t h a t  "a hungry 
woman has g o t a r i g h t  tew th e  food o f  every  man who ev e r 
had a m o th e r.”39
B etty  Bloom's innocence and openness make h e r  a 
charming example o f  th e  s o u b re t te  o f s e n s a t io n a l  melo­
drama. With h e r  c h a ra c te r  e s ta b l is h e d ,  the  p lo t  re tu rn s  
to  th e* p as t " s e c r e t” o f A l ic e 's  l i f e .  I t  comes to  l i g h t  
when she d isc u s se s  h e r p o s s ib le  m arriage to  O liv e r . A lice  
i s  p ro p e rly  concerned about h is  re a c t io n  to  h e r sham eful 
p a s t  (in  h e r youth  she had been th e  v ic tim  o f  th e  d e c e i t  
of a b ig a m is t) , b u t a f t e r  a c r u e l  ch a llen g e  from E l la ,  
she decides th a t  she must marry O liv e r  Ashmore i n  s p i t e  
o f th e  r i s k  in v o lv ed .
A t th i s  p o in t ,  th e  m ajor v i l l a i n  a p p e a rs . Tom C alder 
(A lic e 's  form er husband, who had been in  p r iso n  fo r  the 
d ecep tion  o f h is  young b r id e  e ig h t  y ea rs  e a r l i e r )  has 
tra c k ed  h e r to  P in e v i l le .  As A ct One ends, A lice  suc­
ceeds in  pushing th e  g lo a tin g  v i l l a i n  over a b a lu s tra d e  
a f t e r  he th re a te n s  h e r  w ith  c ru e l  vengeance fo r  h i s  
im prisonm ent. Seeing C alder tum ble in to  a ra v in e  below 
h e r f a t h e r ' s.hom e, th e  d is t r a u g h t  h e ro in e  c r ie s  o u t ,  "He
is  dead! I  d o n 't  ca re ! I  d o n 't  ca re ! I  am g la d —g la d —
»
38 W ife, 1905 CUT, LCTC), Act I .
39' I b i d . , A ct I .
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g la d ! " 4® and th en  f a in t s  s tag e  c e n te r .
The second a c t  beg ins th re e  months l a t e r  upon th e  
r e tu rn  o f th e  newly m arried  A lice  and O liv e r Ashmore from 
an extended wedding t r i p .  Aunt Hannah i s  a t  t h e i r  home 
and d is c lo s e s  th e  unwelcome news to  the  new b r id e  t h a t  the  
man found in  the  ra v in e  near th e  R utherford  home i s  a l iv e .
Another new c h a ra c te r  i s  in tro d u c e d , B a s il  Ashmore, 
th e  clergyman b ro th e r  of A l ic e 's  husband. Reverend Ash­
more reco g n izes  A lice  as h is  form er p a r is h io n e r  in  New 
York, Mrs. Tom C alder; b u t he ag rees to  keep h e r  s e c r e t  
f o r  a tim e because "In  your sorrow you won my ad m ira tio n . 
I  b e lie v e  you to  be a good woman, b u t I  canno t d ece iv e  my 
b r o th e r ." 4^
Hannah and E l la ,  now c o -c o n sp ira to rs  a g a in s t  A lic e , 
overhear t h i s  h o n es t d e c la ra t io n  and jo in  th e  v in d ic t iv e  
Tom C alder in  p lann ing  h is  v en d e tta  a g a in s t  th e  new Mrs. 
O liv e r Ashmore. C alder a lso  re v e a ls  to  th e  two women th a t  
he has A l ic e 's  son hidden nearby (A lice had been to ld  t h a t  
h e r  son was dead) and t h a t  he in ten d s  to  use th e  boy in  
h is  revenge on h is  form er w ife .
When E lla  openly accuses A lice  and ch a llen g e s  B a s i l  
to  re v e a l the  t r u th  o f  h e r  p a s t ,  she i s  th w arted  when th e  
m in is te r  d i r e c t s  h is  response  to  h is  b ro th e r .  ''I s  i t
40 W ife, 1905 (UT, LCTC), Act I .
41 I b i d . , Act I I .
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answer enough t h a t  I  take  h e r  by th e  hand and c a l l  h e r 
s i s t e r ? " 42
This s a t i s f i e s  Oliver^ and the  p lo t  i s  tem p o ra rily  
fo i le d .  I t  even appears t h a t  Tom C a ld e r 's  revenge p lan  
i s  s ta lem a ted  when Simon R u th erfo rd  t e l l s  th e  v i l l a i n  
what w i l l  happen to  him i f  he speaks o u t a g a in s t  A lic e . 
U n fo rtu n a te ly , however, when the  h e ro in e  faces  the  
p ro sp e c t o f lo s in g  h e r l i t t l e  son , Bob, to  the m a l t r e a t­
ment o f h is  f a th e r ,  she t e a r f u l ly  acknowledges th e  c h i ld  
and f l e e s  w ith  him. The ta b le a u  fo llo w in g  an a s s e r t io n  by 
o ld  Simon th a t  he f u l ly  in te n d s  to  k i l l  anyone who t r i e s  
to  pu rsue  h is  daugh ter c lo se s  Act Two.
The th i r d  a c t ,  in  a broad sweep, moves to  A l ic e 's  
humble lodging  in  New York C ity . In  a h ig h ly  se n tim e n ta l 
exchange, A lice  and young Bob p ledge th e i r  suppo rt to  one 
a n o th e r .43 Follow ing th i s  p o ig n an t scene of m other and 
son, when p ro sp ec ts  a re  a t  t h e i r  most b le a k , Sam and 
B etty  a r r iv e  w ith  food. A l ic e 's  f a th e r  has journeyed  to  
New York w ith  them and jo in s  in  th e  reu n io n , again  p led g ­
in g  h is  f i d e l i t y  to  h is  daugh ter in  h e r hour of need.
I t  i s  a t  t h i s  o o in t  t h a t  C alder a r r iv e s  and t r i e s  •  •
fo rc ib ly  to  tak e  young Bob from h is  m other. But th i s
42 W ife, 1905 (UT,LCTC), Act I I .
43 Tke New York D ram atic M irro r , 13 F ebruary  1905 
(CF, LCTC) re p o r ts  t h a t  in  th e  debut p ro d u c tio n , Bob was 
p o rtra y e d  by l i t t l e  E th e l S hu tte  to  "extrem ely p o s i t iv e "  
c r i t i c a l  acco lad es .
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tim e, O liv er in te rc e d e s ,  a ided  by th e  v iv ac io u s  s o u b re t te ,  
who chases th e  v i l l a i n  away w ith  a broom. A lice  now 
determ ines th a t  h e r on ly  course  o f a c tio n  i s  to  t e l l  
O liv e r a l l  o f th e  t r u th ,  conclud ing , " I  am a woman. We 
have n o t the  s tre n g th  o f m en."44
A c le v e r  p lo t  dev ice  i s  employed when A lice  says t h a t  
i f ,  a f t e r  he has heard  h e r  c o n fe ss io n , h e r husband s t i l l  
wants h e r ,  he should  leav e  h e r  a no te  to  t h a t  e f f e c t .  
C e rta in  o f h is  lo v e , he w i l l in g ly  does so ; b u t E lla  and 
Hannah f in d  i t  and d e s tro y  i t .  Hannah sa y s , "Yes, i t  i s  
our d u ty  to  make h e r s u f f e r .  Our duty as C h r i s t ia n s . 1,4 25
As the  i n i t i a l  scene o f th e  th i r d  a c t  en d s, A lic e ’s 
c h ild  has once ag a in  been d e liv e re d  in to  Tom C a ld e r 's  
hands. A fte r  A lice  has p h y s ic a lly  subdued E lla  Newcomb 
in  o rd e r to  fo rc e  her to  d iv u lg e  th e  w hereabouts o f  Bob, 
she f l e e s  to  a id  her c h i ld ,  leav in g  O liv e r confused and 
f r u s t r a t e d .  This k idnapping  e s ta b l is h e s  th e  m achinery fo r  
the  r e v e r s a l  scenes and the  s p e c ta c u la r  re sc u e  a t  th e  end 
o f th e  a c t .
But b e fo re  A lice  a r r iv e s  to  save h e r c h i ld ,  Davis 
p ro v id es  a l i g h te r  scene focu sin g  on h e r  P in e v i l le  
ad v o ca tes , B e tty , Sam, P e te r ,  and Simon, a l l  o f  whom have 
banded to g e th e r  to  f in d  and a s s i s t  h e r . In to  t h e i r  m idst
44 W ife, 1905 CUT, LCTC), Act I I I
45 I b i d . , A ct I I I .
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come E l la  and Tom, a rg u m en ta tiv e , b u t  u n if ie d  in  t h e i r
goal to  b reak  A l ic e 's  h e a r t .  E l la  s n e e rs ,  " I  w i l l  t e l l
you to  s to p  [pursu ing  A lice] on th e  day I  see h e r a t  my
4 fif e e t  dead. Dead of shame, and want o f [s ic ]  m ise ry ."  °
This scene p re fa c e s  a th i r d  c o n fro n ta tio n  between 
A lice  and Tom in  which Reverend B a s il  Ashmore (a "man" 
b e fo re  he i s  a m in is te r )  comes forw ard to  a id  the  h e ro in e . 
She then  h as ten s  to  th e  sea  f e r ry  where E l la  h o ld s  h e r 
c h ild  c a p tiv e . This scene p ro v id es  Davis w ith  a unique 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  employ s p e c ta c u la r  e f f e c t s  l i k e  "wave" 
m achinery, a "working" moon, and a s e n s a t io n a l  p r a c t i c a l  
steam boat. E l la ,  a t  the  low est p o in t  in  th e  drama, 
c r u e l ly  throws A l ic e 's  c h i ld  in to  th e  f lo o d . In a b re a th ­
ta k in g  re sc u e , th e  mother (who was fo r tu n a te ly  nearby in  
a rowboat) le a p s  in to  the  to r r e n t  to  save th e  boy.
Act Four re tu rn s  to  r u s t i c  P in e v i l le  w ith  P e te r  
Q u i l l e t t  and Sam fe a tu re d  in  a comedy s e c t io n  which c u l­
m inates in  th e  s p e c ia l ty  a c t  o f te n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  
comic a c to rs  in  th e  "Davidram as."  Sam then  tu rn s  h is  
a t te n t io n  to  B e tty  Bloom and a t e n ta t iv e  rom antic  
a l l ia n c e  i s  p o r tra y e d .
Hannah, s t i l l  a p a r t  o f th e  R u th erfo rd  household in  
s p i te  of a l l  h e r m alevo len t a c tio n s ,  gains h e r  chance fo r  
revenge when A lice  and Bob r e tu r n  home d e s t i t u t e  a f t e r
46 W ife, 1905 (UT, LCTC), A ct I I I .
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days o f w andering. Hannah b ra zen ly  l i e s  about the  where­
abouts o f Simon, t e l l i n g  A lice  t h a t  he had g iven  up h is  
sea rch  fo r  h e r . She then  d r iv e s  h e r  o u t in to  a rag in g  
storm  to  a ttem p t to  walk over two m iles to  a r a i l r o a d  
s t a t i o n .
The second scene p ro v id es  a d d i t io n a l  sp e c ta c le  as the  
New York Express l i e s  s t a l l e d  in  a snowbank caused by the  
b l iz z a r d  which has descended upon th e  a re a . O liv e r , now 
g r ie f - s t r i c k e n  and v u ln e ra b le  to  th e  w ile s  o f  th e  seduc­
t iv e  E l la  Newcomb, is  aboard th e  t r a i n  along w ith  O liv e r 's  
f a i t h f u l  b ro th e r  B as il and Tom C ald er, who i s  h id in g  in  
one of th e  f r e ig h t  c a rs . A f te r  a s e r ie s  o f  " e l e c t r i c  
b l iz z a rd "  e f f e c t s  r e p le te  w ith  wind m achines, th e  d is ­
tra u g h t and now re p e n ta n t O liv e r  f in d s  the n ea rly  frozen  
A lice  and Bob huddled n ea r th e  locom otive.
The f i n a l  a c t ,  s e t  s ix  months l a t e r  a t  Simon R uther­
f o r d 's  home, opens on a charming p a s to r a l  scene. I t  i s  
d isco v ered  th a t  O liv e r had b ro u g h t the m other and c h i ld  
th e re  and im m ediately d e p a rte d , u n c e r ta in  as to  h is  r ig h t  
to  h is  w i f e 's  fo rg iv en ess  and lo v e . E arly  in  th e  a c t ,  
Simon f in a l ly  e je c t s  Aunt Hannah, having d isco v ered  th a t  
she and E l la  (who i s  in  New York) have been tam pering 
w ith  th e  m a il, in te r c e p tin g  messages which cou ld  have 
re c o n c ile d  A lice  and O liv e r .
In the  u ltim a te  c o n f ro n ta tio n , Hannah, E l la ,  and Tom 
u n ite  in  a f i n a l  d esp e ra te  a ttem p t to  k i l l  A lic e . T e llin g
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h er th a t  Bob i s  h u r t ,  they  lu re  h e r  to  the wooded a re a  near 
her f a th e r 's  shop; b u t ,  in  an in n o v a tiv e  co n c lu s io n , Sam, 
the ju v e n ile  comic, shoo ts  C alder and saves th e  day. Both 
h e r  f a th e r  and h e r husband jo in  in  s tan d in g  between A lice  
and h er enemies in  th e se  f i n a l  moments. With Tom C alder 
dead, Hannah and E lla  a re  p rom ptly  a r re s te d  and a l l  the  
e v i l  c h a ra c te rs  a re  p ro p e rly  p u n ish ed . The l a s t  words in  
the p lay  a re  g iven  to  th e  comic, P e te r  Q u i l l e t t ,  who says 
h ap p ily , "A man sh o t in  P in e v i l l e .  T h e re 's  a damned good 
chance to  s e l l  some p a p e r s ." 47
The p lo t  o f The C onfessions o f  a W ife, as e x p e c ta tio n  
had come to  d i c t a t e ,  d isp la y e d  p o e t ic  j u s t i c e  and sup­
p o rted  v i r tu e  as i t s  own rew ard . This v i r tu e ,  re v o lv in g  
around th e  h e ro in e 's  d e te rm in a tio n  to  t e l l  th e  t r u th  about 
her p a s t ,  had been se v e re ly  te s te d  by th e  many o b s ta c le s  
p laced  in  h e r way. I t  i s  t h i s  s e r ie s  o f o b s ta c le s  which 
c o n s t i tu te s  the  r a t io n a le  fo r  th e  " s e n sa tio n a l"  p re d ic a ­
ments in  which th e  c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r s  become enmeshed.
The p lo t  o f th i s  "m elle r"  p ro v id es  e f f e c t iv e  drama and 
i l l u s t r a t e s  the  s k i l l  o f a f in e  c ra ftsm an . Given i t s  
m ilie u , i t  compares fa v o ra b ly  w ith  the  work of e s ta b ­
l is h e d  p lay w rig h ts  p ro sp e r in g  in  more s o p h is t ic a te d  houses 
in  1905.
The c h a ra c te r s ,  a lthough  s u b s e rv ie n t  to  th e  p l o t  and 
sp e c ta c le  elem ents o f  th e  p la y , a re  in te r e s t in g  and a re
47 W ife, 1905 (UT, LCTC), A ct V.
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more complex than  m any o f  t h e i r  c o u n te rp a r ts  in  o th e r  
melodramas o f th e  p e r io d .
The c h a ra c te r  o f  the h e ro in e  p o ssesses  only  v i r t u ­
ous t r a i t s .  A lic e , a lthough  bad ly  m isused in  the p a s t ,  
r e ta in s  q u a l i t i e s  of s tre n g th  and k in d n ess . Her innocence 
a t  t h a t  e a r l i e r  tim e i s  ba lanced  by h e r  s t r i c t  adherence 
to  a death  over d ishono r e th ic  and h e r unsw erving lo y a lty  
to  b o th  h e r  r i g h t f u l  husband and h e r  c h i ld .  These q u a l­
i t i e s  p la c e  A lice  R u th e rfo rd 's  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  in  the 
f i n e s t  t r a d i t i o n  o f Bowery melodrama.
The h e ro , in  the  case o f The C onfessions o f a W ife, 
may a c tu a l ly  be th re e  c h a ra c te r s .  Simon R u th erfo rd  (the 
h e r o in e 's  f a th e r ) ,  O liv e r  Ashmore (her husband), and 
B a s il  Ashmore (her f r ie n d  and s p i r i t u a l  adv iso r) a re  a l l  
h e r  p ro te c to r s  and r i s k  danger fo r  h e r  th roughou t th e  
p la y .^ 8 O liv e r Ashmore o p e ra te s  o fte n tim e s  w ith  too 
l i t t l e  in fo rm atio n  to  keep him aware o f  A l ic e 's  needs.
Both A l ic e 's  d e c is io n  to  w ithho ld  h e r  p a s t  and E l l a 's  
d e s ir e  to  e n tra p  him p lace  O liv e r in  an in e f f e c tu a l  p o s i­
t io n  fo r  much o f  the  p la y . P r im a rily , h is  w ill in g n e s s  to  
fo rg iv e  h is  w ife  dem onstrates h is  h e ro ic  s to c k . Reverend 
B a s il  Ashmore complements h is  b ro th e r  as a h e ro . I t  i s  
c le a r  t h a t  under d i f f e r e n t  c ircum stances B a s il  would have
48 The New York D ram atic M irro r rev iew  o f  13 February 
1905 (CF, LCTC) fa u lte d  th e  p ro d u c tio n  fo r  i t s  o v e r­
abundance o f h e ro es .
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d e c la re d  h is  own love fo r  A lic e , b u t he p la c e s  duty  f i r s t .  
His b en ev o len t m in is tr a t io n s  to  bo th  A lice  and h is  b ro th e r  
d e fin e  h is  goodness.
The f a th e r ly  concern o f Simon R u th erfo rd  su p p o rts  
him as a th i r d  h ero . In  f a c t ,  in  m erely p h y s ic a l  te rm s, 
Simon comes to  th e  a id  o f  A lice  more o f te n  than  any o th e r  
members o f t h i s  h e ro ic  a l l i a n c e .  D avis ' unique d e c is io n  
to  d i s t r i b u te  th e  h e ro 's  ro le  over th re e  c h a ra c te r s  in d i ­
ca te s  an e a r ly  ex p erim en ta l tendency even in  h is  melodrama 
w o rk .‘ Paced w ith  the  dilemma o f which o f th e  th re e  to  
award th e  f i n a l  re sc u e , he c le v e r ly  d ec id es  to  use h is  
comic c h a ra c te r ,  Sam S p rou ts . This in n o v a tiv e  r e s o lu t io n  
proved n o t o n ly  e f f e c t iv e  w ith  au d ien ces , b u t  se rv e s  to  
dem onstrate a w ill in g n e s s  on the p a r t  o f th e  young p lay ­
w rig h t to  tak e  c a lc u la te d  r i s k s  w ith  h is  s to ry  l in e s  and 
c h a ra c te r  p o r t r a y a ls .
The comedy in  th e  p lay  i s  d iv id ed  between the
i
y o u th fu l r u s t i c ,  Sam S p rou ts , and the nervous P e te r  
Q u i l l e t t .  Sam r e ta in s  most o f  th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f th e  
s te r e o ty p ic a l  melodrama comic c h a ra c te r ;  b u t P e te r  i s  
ap p a ren tly  a h a rb in g e r o f  som ething new. The use o f  p e r ­
s o n a l i ty  "q u irk s '' as th e  focus fo r  comic p o r t r a y a l  over 
lu d ic ro u s  p lo t  com plica tions and " s ig h t  gags" was d i f ­
f e r e n t .  E xperim en tation  w ith  types o f  comic p o r t r a y a l  
would con tin u e  th roughou t D avis ' m ature c a re e r .  Although 
Sam S prouts i s  the more s u b s ta n t i a l  r o l e  in  terms o f l in e s  
and b u s in e s s , i t  i s  P e te r  Q u i l l e t t  who g a in s th e  i n t e r e s t
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o f  the  reader.
The s o u b re t te ,  B etty  Bloom, i s  an orphan? b u t she 
has th e  u su a l h e a r t  o f gold  and abundant em pathe tic  q u a l­
i t i e s  which se rv ed  to  arouse th e  p ro te c t iv e  i n s t i n c t s  o f 
th e  e s s e n t i a l ly  male aud iences. B e tty , l i k e  Sam, i s  a 
d e f in i t e  type ; b u t she tran sc en d s  t h a t  d e f in i t io n  in  
charm and g e n tle  humor.
As was th e  case  w ith  the  m u ltifa c e te d  group o f h e ro e s , 
the  "h e a v ie s” in  The C onfessions o f a Wife a ls o  coa lesce  
to  c r e a te  an e v i l  t r iu m v ira te  composed o f  Tom C ald e r, E l la  
Newcomb, and Aunt Hannah R u th e rfo rd . The in n a te ly  e v i l  
and vengefu l c o n v ic t, th e  haughty s o c ie ty  "vamp," and the 
co ld  and u n fe e lin g  s i s t e r  who seeks th e  c o n tro l of th e  
fam ily  in h e r i ta n c e  a re  a l l  ty p ic a l  melodrama v i l l a i n s ,  b u t 
they  have seldom been so c le v e r ly  o rc h e s tra te d  as they  a re  
in  th i s  p la y . A ll must be co n sid e red  u n re lie v e d  v i l l a i n s ,  
and a l l  a re  c e r ta in ly  r e a l  th r e a ts  to  th e  w ellb e in g  o f  th e  
h e ro in e . T heir m o tiv a tio n s  a re  a l l  greedy and s e l f -  
c e n te re d . At th i s  p o in t  in  h is  c a re e r ,  Davis was unable 
to  make the  a c tio n s  o f h is  m alev o len t c h a ra c te rs  c r e d ib le ,  
ex cep t in  term s o f th e  c le a r - c u t  e x p e c ta tio n s  and demands 
o f  h is  aud ien ces. A te n ta t iv e  v i l l a i n  w ith  mixed m otives 
would probably  have f a i l e d  to  p le a s e  Bowery p a tro n s , and 
Davis was n o t y e t  c o n f id e n t enough to  r i s k  lo s in g  h is  
new-found fo llo w in g . I t  i s  a lso  u n lik e ly  t h a t  h is  s k i l l s  
were s u f f i c ie n t ly  honed by th i s  tim e to  allow  him the  
s o p h is t ic a t io n  to  reco g n ize  and add ress  t h i s  problem .
44
Most o f th e  se n tim e n ta l v a lu e  i s  p rov ided  by th e  
c h a ra c te r  of l i t t l e  Bob. T h is , along w ith  A l ic e 's  scenes 
w ith  h e r  f a th e r  and the charming "advice" scene w ith  th e  
s o u b re t te ,  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  bu lk  o f  the  s e n t im e n ta l i ty  in  
th e  melodrama. These lo y a l t i e s  a re  p o ig n an t, however.
T h ey 'd isp la y  a te n d e r h an d lin g  o f the  human c o n d itio n , 
even a t  th is  s t i l t e d  le v e l  o f d ram atic  e x p re ss io n , t h a t  
i s  adm irab le  and e f f e c t iv e .
A c a re fu l  re ad in g  o f  th i s  p lay  re v e a ls  t h a t  Owen 
Davis p o ssessed  th e  same k in d  o f coarse  en thusiasm  th a t  
was ty p ic a l  of h is  p ee rs  in  the  realm  o f s e n s a t io n a l  melo­
drama, b u t  i t  a ls o  p ro v id es  h in ts  th a t  in  Davis m ight be 
found d e t a i l s  o f  c le v e r  p lo t  management and comic p re sen ­
ta t io n  th a t  could  c a rry  him beyond the  gen re . His b a lan c ­
in g  o f  p l o t  and s p e c ta c le ,  coupled  w ith  th e  i n i t i a t i o n  of 
s u b t le r  than u su a l c h a ra c te r  work, a re  s ig n i f i c a n t .  The 
in t r i c a c i e s  o f  th e  p lo t  developm ent in  The C onfessions o f 
a W ife, th e  in te r p o la t io n  o f  th e  v is u a l  " s e n s a t io n s ,"  and 
th e  in n o v a tiv e  tre a tm e n t o f  s to c k  c h a ra c te rs  as i l l u s ­
t r a te d  by th e  t r i p l e  heroes and th e  e a r ly  developm ent o f 
th e  "humours" comedian dem onstrate  a w r i t e r  who i s  showing 
s ig n s  o f  an a b i l i t y  to  tran scen d  th e  "hack" m ilie u  o f th e  
t e n - t w e n ty - 't h i r t  c i r c u i t .  S ev e ra l key q u a l i t i e s  had 
a lre a d y  emerged in  D avis ' work in  melodrama. He a p p a re n tly
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p o ssessed  a "contem poraneousness, "4  ^ t h a t  i s ,  a sense  o f 
th e a t r e  and an und erstan d in g  o f  peop le which made h is  
tim e ly  re a c tio n s  to  c u r re n t  tren d s  appear a lm ost p ro p h e tic  
a t  tim es . His p la y s  seemed c u r re n t  w ith  what h is  au d i­
ences re q u ire d . S ince he w rote always fo r  th e  s ta g e , he 
p rep a red  h is  s c r ip t s  w ith  p ro d u c tio n  v a lu es  in  mind.
His d e ta i le d  a t t e n t io n  to  s ta g e  d ir e c t io n s  and p ro p e rty  
r e fe re n c e s , as w e ll as h is  p r a c t ic e  o f u sin g  th e  re h e a rs a l  
p e r io d  fo r  r e w r i te s ,  dem onstrates h is  r e l ia n c e  upon h is  
p r a c t i c a l  ex p erien ce  in  the working th e a t r e .
In The C onfessions o f  a W ife, s t i l l  a n o th e r elem ent 
emerged which c o n tr ib u te d  to  h is  e a r ly  su c c e ss . This was 
a sen se  o f  p e rso n a l in t e g r i ty  and an h o n es t d e s i r e  to  
w r ite  t r u ly  w orthw hile  p la y s . From th i s  p la y  forw ard 
through h is  c a re e r ,  h is  work c o n s is te n t ly  re p re se n te d  h is  
b e s t  e f f o r t s ,  even as he sought h ig h e r a r t i s t i c  ground.
His v e r s a t i l i t y ,  which has been construed  by some c r i t i c s  
as an i n a b i l i t y  to  s e t t l e  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  on a problem  long 
enough to  de lve  in to  i t  a r t i s t i c a l l y  o r  to  add ress  so lu ­
t io n s ,  was an ongoing a sp e c t o f h is  work as he moved r a th e r  
e f f o r t l e s s l y  from s e r io u s  drama to  ou trageous fa rc e  and 
back ag a in . The s k i l l  in  p la y  c o n s tru c tio n  and knowledge 
of audiences which he lea rn ed  in  th e  Bowery w ith  p lay s
49 This term  was a p p lie d  to  Davis by B arry B. Witham 
in  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d ,  "Owen D avis, A m erica 's F o rg o tten  
P lay w rig h t,"  P la y e r s , O ct.-N ov. 1970, p . 30.
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l ik e  The C onfessions o f  a Wife rem ained unequalled  
th roughou t h is  long c a re e r ,  and the  hope and f a i t h  o f  h is  
unwavering o p t im is t ic  s p i r i t  pervade the  m a jo rity  o f 
the  s c r i p t s  he produced. With the n o ta b le  ex cep tio n  o f a 
few o f  the  l a t e r  a d a p ta tio n s , the  work was c o n s is te n t ly  
American in  s u b je c t  m a tte r . I t  was in v a r ia b ly  c le a n , even 
in  a m il.ieu  which could  re a d i ly  s t im u la te  unnecessary  
lu r i d  d ig r e s s io n s .  Even when te c h n ic a l ly  c rude , i t  was 
m orally  upbea t. George M iddleton rem inds us o f s t i l l  
an o th e r co n s is ten cy  in  D avis' w r i t in g  which d a tes  back to 
the  e a r ly  p lay s  l i k e  The C onfessions o f  a W ife. He always 
w rote in  e a rn e s t ,  even w ith  th e  melodramas:, never r e s o r t in g  
to  a tongue in  cheek approach w ith  h is  c r e a t io n s .  He 
u t i l i z e d  h is  energy , t a l e n t  and i n s t i n c t s  to  produce h is  
very  b e s t  a t  any g iven  p o in t in  h is  developm ent. M iddleton 
r e c o l le c t s  in  h is  eulogy o f  Owen D avis50 the  p la y w rig h t 's  
in s is te n c e  th a t  h is  c u r re n t  s c r i p t  was always th e  b e s t  
th in g  he had ev e r done. B u ild in g  e f f e c t iv e ly  upon h is  
l im ite d  t r a in in g  and a sense  o f the  s ta g e  and s t a g e c r a f t ,  
and armed w ith  boundless ene rgy , Davis emerges from the 
f i r s t  decade o f th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  as a p lay w rig h t w ith  
unusual s e n s i t i v i t i e s  and s k i l l s  in  o b se rv a tio n . A ll o f 
th e se  q u a l i t i e s  .a re  e v id e n t in  e a r ly  Davis m anuscrip ts l i k e
50 George M iddleton, Owen Davis (A memorial pam phlet 
p u b lish ed  by The D ram atists G uild  o f th e  Authors League 
o f A m erica), 1956.
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The C onfessions o f  a W ife and through h is  f i n a l  e f f o r t s  a t  
th e  end o f h is  c a re e r  in  the  1 9 5 0 's . From The C onfessions 
of a Wife in  1905 u n t i l  h is  d ea th , h is  m oral and e th i c a l  
p o s tu re  rem ained uncompromisingly c o n s is te n t, and h is  
w r i t in g  con tinued  to  improve s t e a d i ly ,  l e v e l l in g  o f f  only  
l a t e r  as he u n su c c e ss fu lly  s tru g g le d  w ith  th e  c r e a t io n  of 
a "magnum opus" which cou ld  encompass h is  o p t im is t ic  
s p i r i t .
A ll  o f th e se  q u a l i t i e s  were a lre ad y  ap p a ren t in  h is  
work w ith  th e  e a r ly  melodramas. In The C onfessions o f  a 
W ife, th e  o rd e r ly  management o f  the  p lo t  had rem ained 
dependent on the  e f f e c t s  and s p e c ta c le s .  The com plica­
t io n s  were compounded, and the denouement was c o n s is te n t ly  
p ro longed  a n d .o v e rs ta te d  fo llo w in g  the  u lt im a te  "sensa­
tio n "  in  th e  th i r d  a c t .  But D avis' touch was a lread y  
b rin g in g  to  th e se  p lay s  a p e c u lia r  k in d  o f u n i ty ,  even 
though th e  s te r e o ty p ic a l  c h a ra c te rs  and s i tu a t io n s  were 
d e r iv a t iv e  from European c o u n te rp a r ts .
S ince r e v e r s a l  and re c o g n itio n  scenes in  which 
c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r s  a re  t r a d i t i o n a l ly  re q u ire d  to  move 
from  ignorance to  en lig h ten m en t, were t r a d i t i o n a l  to  th is  
genre th e  th i r d  and fo u rth  a c ts  which allow ed th e  m orally  
u p r ig h t c h a ra c te r s  to  ach ieve  sometimes in o rd in a te  rew ards 
w h ile  th e  d a rk e r c h a ra c te rs  su f fe re d  th e  j u s t  d e s s e r ts  o f 
t h e i r  m alevolence were o b lig a to ry  p lo t  consequences. In  
The C onfessions o f  a W ife, p o e t ic  ju s t i c e  and the  compre­
hension  th a t  bo th  good and e v i l  must be p o rtra y e d  as
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c le a r ly  d e f in a b le  a re  se rv ed  e q u a lly  w e ll .
S p e c ta c le , a lthough a t  the  low er end o f  th e  A r is to te ­
l ia n  a r t i s t i c  h ie ra rc h y , was, w ith o u t q u e s tio n , one o f  the 
two m ajor b a s ic  in g re d ie n ts  o f  the  melodrama. C onsidera­
tio n  o f p lo t  and s p e c ta c le  f a r  o u t-d is ta n c e d  a t t e n t io n  to  
c h a ra c te r ,  w ith  o th e r  elem ents l ik e  th o u g h t, m usic, and 
d ic t io n  re c e iv in g  l i t t l e  em phasis.
I t  i s  in  th e  realm  o f  c h a ra c te r ,  however, t h a t  D avis' 
work showed th e  g r e a te s t  prom ise. Few comments were made 
about i t  th i s  e a r ly  in  h is  developm ent, b u t in  r e t r o s p e c t ,  
i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  th e  peop le  in  h is  works were a p p r ip r ia te ,  
t ru e  to  th e  l i f e  p rov id ed  f o r  them, and above a l l  e l s e  
c o n s is te n t .  D av is ' c h a ra c te r s ,  as ex e m p lified  by A lic e , 
B a s i l ,  B e tty , P e te r  and th e  o th e r  c re a tio n s  in  The Con­
fe ss io n s  o f a W ife, a re  t o t a l l y  c o n s is te n t  w ith in  th e  
r e a l i t y  o f t h e i r  f i c t i o n a l  e x is te n c e  and y e t  c o n ta in  seeds 
p rom ising  s u b t l e r  and more complex fu tu re s .  They a re  
a ssu re d ly  n o t t ru e  to  l i f e  in  any r e a l i s t i c  s e n s e , b u t 
they  rem ain f a i t h f u l  to  th e  id e a ls  which th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  
aud iences a p p a re n tly  needed and w anted. The m oral p o s i­
tio n s  o f  each c h a ra c te r  in  p lays l ik e  th e se  a re  c e r ta in ly  
c le a r ,  and th e  b eh av io r o f th e se  c h a ra c te r s  c l a r i f i e s  and 
even expands th e  e x p e c ta tio n s  o f  th e  m elodram a's p a tro n s . 
The Davis c h a ra c te r s ,  always amusing and e x c i t in g ,  b u t 
seldom a t  t h i s  p o in t  complex o r  deep , p rov ide  a c o lo r fu l  
re a f f irm a tio n  o f th e  o rd in a ry  m an's d e s i r e  to  h o ld  f a s t  to 
th e  te n e ts  o f  h is  u n s o p h is t ic a te d  in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  p o e t ic
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j u s t i c e .  The th e a t r e  rem ained one o f th e  few p la c e s ,  
along w ith  o rg an ized  r e l ig io n ,  where the  b lu e  c o l l a r  
w orker m ight a s p i r e  to  a h ig h e r  p la n e . D epriv ing  him o f 
th i s  t r u s t  in  a ba lan ced  u n iv e rse  would have a ssu re d ly  
d estro y ed  one o f h is  m ajor reasons fo r  p a r t i c ip a t in g  in  
th e  th e a t r e  as e n th u s ia s t i c a l ly  as he d id .
C o n sid e ra tio n s  l i k e  m o tiv a tio n s  and cause and e f f e c t  
would be an im p o rtan t p a r t  o f th e  developm ent o f  D avis' 
more m ature a r t ,  b u t a t  th e  time The C onfessions o f a Wife 
was produced, th e  c r a f t  asked l i t t l e  more o f  th e  p la y ­
w rig h t than sim ple adherence to  a code o f  s te r e o ty p ic a l  
h e ro e s , h e ro in e s , and h e a v ie s . R e p re se n ta tiv e  c h a ra c te rs  
u su a lly  f e l l  in to  s ix  m ajor c a te g o r ie s .  The c e n tr a l  
p ro ta g o n is t  o r  hero  was a v ir tu o u s  man. He was con­
s i s t e n t ly  b ra v e , s tro n g  and k in d , b u t  n o t always w ise .
The code-allow ed him en trapm en t by c ircum stances o r  by 
design ing  v i l l a i n s .  As in  The C onfessions o f  a W ife, 
he cou ld , through h is  y o u th , p o v e rty , o r  w eakness, 
become a v ic tim  o f  "demon rum" o r  an e v i l  woman ( l ik e  
E l la  Newcomb), f a l l ,  and a r i s e  ag a in  purged , u su a lly  
through th e  b en ev o len t in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  h e ro in e .
The le a d in g  woman loved  the  h e ro . C o n s is te n tly  she 
chose danger over p o te n t i a l  d ishono r and was many tim es 
p laced  in  jeopardy  t e s t i n g  h e r  t r u s t  in  th e  "God who 
p ro te c ts  th e  w orking g i r l . "  U ltim a te ly , she won h e r  
h e a r t 's  d e s i r e .
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The comic man was more o f te n  than n o t c h a ra c te r iz e d  
by h is  u n flag g in g  lo y a l ty  to  th e  h e ro . This d ev o tio n , 
l ik e  th a t  o f  th e  h e r o in e 's ,  was s e v e re ly  t e s te d  b e fo re  
th e  f i n a l  c u r ta in  was allow ed to  f a l l .  In love w ith  th e  
comic man was th e  p o p u la r s o u b re t te .  This was th e  poor, 
b u t h o n e s t, second le a d . , Always a charm er, t h i s  worthy 
young woman w ith  th e  h e a r t  o f go ld  was made popu lar 
through p o r t r a y a ls  l i k e  th o se  o f  th e  lo v e ly  L a u re tte  
T ay lor.
The heavy man o r v i l l a i n  and th e  heavy woman ( l ik e  
C a ld e r, E l la ,  and Aunt Hannah in  The C onfessions o f  a W ife) 
a re  th e  rem ain ing  members o f  th e  co re  o f  th e  d ram atis  
personae o f th e  o b lig a to ry  c a s t  o f th e  melodrama. He was 
in n a te ly  e v i l ,  w ea lth y , a r ro g a n t,  o r  a l l  th r e e .  The 
woman, a tta c h e d  to  th e  v i l l a i n  through devious machina­
t io n s ,  i s  re c o g n iz a b le  th rough  h e r  haughty manner and 
"vamping" e x p e r t is e  (E lla  Newcomb i s  an e x c e l le n t  example 
o f t h i s ) . J u s t  as h e r  male c o u n te rp a r t  i s  im m ediately  
marked by th e  c re a se  in  h is  p an ts  and the s i l k  h a t ,  which 
o f te n  became th e  badge o f  h is  m alev o len t o f f i c e ,  so she 
was reco g n izab le  by h e r  b londe wig and o v e rly  abundant 
fram e. These two, in  company w ith  c h a ra c te r s  in c o rp o ra te d  
fo r  se n tim e n ta l v a lu e  (mothers and c r ip p le d  l i t t l e  b ro th ­
e r s  were e s p e c ia l ly  p o p u la r in  th e se  r o l e s ) , second 
heav ies (u su a lly  ex p en d ab le ), and v a rio u s  o th e r  su p er­
numerary "w alking p a r t s , "  c o n s t i tu te  th e  rem ain ing  
f ig u re s  in  ty p ic a l  melodrama. V a r ia tio n s  on th e se
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form ula c h a ra c te rs  abound in  the  e a r ly  work o f  Owen D avis.
The o th e r  p la y  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of D avis ' a r t  i s  The 
Gambler o f th e  W est. Like The C onfessions o f  a W ife, i t  
has a sim ple p l o t  s t r u c tu r e .  In f a c t ,  many o f  the 
elem ents in  th is  p lo t  a re  in  evidence in  l a t e r  su c c e s s fu l 
melodramas l ik e  Edward S heldon 's  S a lv a tio n  N e ll (190 8 ).
In  the D avis' p la y , a hussy c a l le d  T enderfoo t S a l takes 
the  h e ro in e  in to  the u n c e r ta in  s a fe ty  o f h e r  home. With 
the  p o s s ib le  ex cep tio n  o f Lucky Jack Gordon (th e  Gam bler), 
Mabel Grey (an E aste rn  flow er who has come West to  f in d  
h e r  m issing  c h i l d ) , a Hebrew comedian, and an I r i s h  
s o u b re t te ,  th e re  a re  few c h a ra c te rs  in  th i s  p lay  whom the 
audiences would n o t want sh o t. Davis ap p a re n tly  ag rees  
w ith  th i s  v iew poin t and a f t e r  much p lo t  com p lica tion  has 
h is  a c to rs  f i r e  o f f  enough b lank  c a r t r id g e s  to  su p p o rt 
a sm all w ar. Among the v i l l a i n s  a re  Mike Clancy (th e  le a d  
h eav y ), Denver D ick, Red Fox ( th e  co n v en tio n a l bad 
In d ia n ) , and S a l. S e n sa tio n a l a c t io n  i l l u s t r a t e s  some 
fe a tu re s  o f  th is  e x c it in g  melodrama. A poker game 
w ith  the  h e ro in e 's  honor a t  s ta k e  and h e r  u lt im a te  rescue 
when bound to  a t r e e  (th e  r e s u l t  o f  a c r i t i c a l  f la g  s ig n a l  
being  r a is e d  by a w hite h o r s e ) ^  a re  ty p ic a l  s e n sa tio n s  
in  the p la y . The C onfessions o f  a w ife  and The Gambler o f
The Hew York Sun, 10 December 1909. (On th e  
advent o f the 908th perform ance o f The Gambler o f  th e  
West [CF, LCTC]) .
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the West rem ained two o f th e  most su c c e s s fu l American 
melodramas in  th e  h is to ry  o f  the  Bowery's p o p u la r p r ic e d  
h o u ses .
In  May, 1905, th e  14th  S t r e e t  T h ea tre  accommodated a 
p ro d u c tio n  o f Tracked Around th e  W orld. In  November,
Davis mounted How B ax ter B u tted  In a t  th e  Murray H i l l ,  
f e a tu r in g  Sidney T o ler as B i l ly  B ax te r. B ax te r, a New 
York "drummer," b u t t s  in  and rescu es a young woman who 
i s  the v ic tim  o f  a  h a rd -h e a r te d  s te p f a th e r .  The p lay  con­
ta in e d  n o t on ly  some in n o v a tiv e  m usica l in te r lu d e s ,  b u t  
a ls o  a s e r ie s  o f  s p e c ia l  e f f e c t s  in v o lv in g  i l lu m in a te d  
sw ings, jack  o ' la n te r n s ,  and s p e c ia l ty  music by The 
E x c e ls io r  Pour. How B ax ter B u tted  In re c e iv e d  unanimous 
approval and became an immediate p o p u la r s u c c e s s , 
s e t t l i n g  in to  th e  Murray H i l l  f o r  a com fo rtab le  run 
beg inn ing  on November 13. T o le r 's  work and th e  p e r ­
formance o f D ella  C lark  as N e ll Dale were s in g le d  o u t  
as p a r t i c u la r ly  im p re ss iv e . 52
Davis ap p a ren tly  sp e n t a p o r t io n  o f  19 05 p re p a rin g  
an ad a p ta tio n  o f Dr. Cyrus Townsend B rad y 's  n o v e l A C om er
52 The New York Dramatic M irro r , 13 November 1905
(CP, LCTC). (How B ax ter B utted  In  was the  a t t r a c t io n  a t  
the Murray H i l l  l a s t  week w ith  Sidney T o le r fe a tu re d  as 
B il ly  B ax te r. This p ro d u c tio n  was handsomely s ta g e d  by 
Vance and S u lliv a n  and an e x c e l le n t  company a s s i s t e d  in  
making a very s u c c e s s fu l p re s e n ta t io n  o f  th i s  re c e n t  
e f f o r t  by Owen D av is.")
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in  C o ffee . 53 A lthough no a c tu a l  perform ance i s  reco rd ed  
fo r  t h a t  y e a r , th e  p lay  was l a t e r  p re se n te d  to  a p p re c ia ­
t iv e  audiences a l l  ov er th e  w orld . A C orner in  C offee may 
be co n sid ered  s ig n i f i c a n t  because i t  re p re s e n ts  D avis' 
f i r s t  form al e f f o r t  a t  ad ap tin g  m a te r ia l  fo r  th e  s ta g e  
from an o th e r form. He came to  use th i s  t a l e n t  o f te n  
in  h is  c a re e r  as he moved away from melodrama and toward 
more se r io u s  th e a t r e .
D avis' a t t r a c t i o n  to  uptown Broadway th e a t r e s  
ap p a ren tly  was becoming s tro n g  a t  th i s  p o in t .  He began 
to  c a l l  each o f  h is  m elodram atic e f f o r t s  h is  l a s t  and to  
r e f e r  to  h is  own work as " f a c i l e  flummery."3  ^ Meanwhile, 
although  he d ep reca ted  h is  work in  humorous fa sh io n , 
making re fe re n c e s  to  "com m itting p lay s"  and " l i t t e r i n g "  
s c r ip t s  over th e  lan d scap e , th e  p lay w rig h t cou ld  n o t 
r e s i s t  the  tem p ta tio n  o f the easy  money and com fort 
a ffo rd ed  by w r i t in g  s e n s a t io n a l  melodrama. B ut he 
rem ained aware t h a t  h is  main t a l e n t  a t  th i s  p o in t  s t i l l  
re s id e d  in  h is  n a iv e  en thusiasm , s in c e r i ty  o f  e f f o r t ,  and 
enormous energy . He adm itted  p r iv a te ly  t h a t  he w ro te
^3 This p la y , a lthough  n o t e x a c tly  a melodrama, has 
e v id e n tly  com pletely  d isap p ea red . I t  i s  hoped t h a t  
fu tu re  re se a rc h e rs  in  th e  a rch iv es  o f  th e  New York 
th e a tre s  o p e ra te d  by th e  S huberts  and o th e r  .producing 
o rg a n iz a tio n s  may f in d  some o f  th e se  s c r i p t s .
54 Ralph S argen t B a ile y , T hea tre  M agazine, A p ril 
1931, p . 4.
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p lays l i k e  "a freshm an w r ite s  home fo r  money—as fre q u e n tly  
and w ith  as l i t t l e  e f f o r t .
N o n e th e le ss , h is  b e l i e f  t h a t  h is  p lay s  f u l f i l l e d  a 
b a s ic  need in  th e  l iv e s  o f  h i s  p a tro n s  en ab led  him to  
keep w r i t in g  v ib ra n t  and c r e d ib le  m a te r ia l  even when he 
began to have s tro n g  re s e rv a t io n s  abou t i t s  l i t e r a r y  m e rit  
and h is  p e rso n a l p ro g re ss  as an a r t i s t .
Another ty p ic a l  melodrama appeared  in  1906. At th e  
W orld 's  Mercy was produced by Davis on February  12 a t  th e  
S ta r  T h ea tre . B arry  B. Witham, in  h is  study  o f  the  
dram aturgy o f  Owen Davis^® uses th i s  s c r i p t  as i l l u s t r a ­
t i v e  o f th e  use o f  s e n s a t io n a l  m a te r ia l  and v is u a l  e f f e c t  
i n  Davidrama. Witham d isc u sse s  th e  p lay  in  d e t a i l ,  f in d in g  
in  i t  a complex p l o t  heavy in  delayed  e x p o s it io n . At the 
W orld1s Mercy dem onstra tes the  k ind  o f  e n e rg e t ic  work th a t  
Davis was producing  in  the f i r s t  decade o f  the  new c e n tu ry . 
As in  The C onfessions o f  a Wife and The Gambler o f th e  W est, 
s e n s a t io n a l  scenes clim ax each a c t .  C h ild ren  a re  trap p ed  
in  m ines, w a lls  a re  broken down, w ate r r i s e s ,  and v i l l a i n s  
a re  e lim in a te d  in  s p e c ta c u la r  fa sh io n . In f a c t ,  Witham 
employs th e  e le c tro c u t io n  o f Jacob G ra fd t in  A t th e  W orld 's 
Mercy as h is  c e n tr a l  example o f  th e  s k i l l  Davis had
55 New York Times, 3 August 1919 (IV ), p . 2.
56 B arry B. Witham, 'The Dramaturgy o f  Owen D av is ,"
Diss. Ohio State University, ISL'filS,
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a t ta in e d  in  th e  a re a  o f  sc e n ic  d is p la y . The s c r i p t ' s  
s ta g e  d ir e c t io n s  fo r  t h a t  e f f e c t  t e l l  us th a t :
As th e  storm  b reak s  clouds o f  d u s t 
blow from l e f t ;  f la s h e s  o f  l ig h tn in g  
th rough sto rm  c louds a t  back/ th u n d er, 
e t c .  Jacob s tan d s  under t r e e  up l e f t  
and p u ts  h is  fo o t  on an iro n  p la te  on 
s ta g e . Both o f  h is  h e e ls  a re  shod w ith  
i ro n  and a w ire  runs up h is  t ro u s e r  
leg s  and meets on a sm all i ro n  b u tto n  
on h is  c h e s t .  He p u ts  h is  o th e r  fo o t  
on second charged  iro n  p la te  on s ta g e , 
th e  e l e c t r i c  c u r re n t  goes up w ires 
and th e re  i s  a f la s h  o f  flam e from 
h is  c h e s t .  Loud r e p o r t  o f thunder 
and a t  th e  same tim e an e l e c t r i c  
bomb comes down a w ire  from f l i e s  
and explodes on limb o f t r e e .  Limb 
b reaks away and f a l l s .  Jacob f a l l s  
on s ta g e  d ea d .57
The s ta g e  e le c tr o c u t io n ,  a device im ita te d  in  many 
p lay s  a f te rw a rd , can be tra c e d  from th i s  b eg in n in g . A t 
th e  W orld1s Mercy p ro v id es  an o th e r good example o f D avis ' 
work in  the  l u r i d  melodrama and e s p e c ia l ly  in  h is  t r e a t ­
ment o f th e  p o p u la r "humours" c h a ra c te r  which he had 
in tro d u ced . , W ashington G riggs, an e te r n a l  p e s s im is t ,  i s  
very  l ik e  P e te r  Q u i l l e t t  in  The C onfessions o f a W ife. 
P e rs o n a li ty  q u irk s  l i k e  pessim ism , n e rv o u sn ess , and 
.hypochondria became o u trag e o u s ly  funny when Davis e x p lo ite d  
them in  h is  comic " s p e c ia l ty "  r o le s .  What had been more 
o r le s s  p re-packaged  " ro u tin e "  m a te r ia l  became more
57 Owen D a v is , "At th e  W orld's Mercy," 1906 (UT,
LCTC), A ct I .
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p sy c h o lo g ic a lly  in t e r e s t i n g  and more humorous. A review  
o f  At th e  World * s Mercy as i t  was p re se n te d  in  Boston 
recogn ized  Davis d im in ish in g  re l ia n c e  on the use o f 
ex traneous " b i t s '1 in  h is  comic w r i t in g .  I t  must be n o ted , 
however, th a t  th e  same c r i t i c  p ra is e d  th e  "fancy dancing" 
o f  W illie  and J o s ie  Barrows above most of the  o th e r  
a sp e c ts  o f  th e  play.^®
On 5 March 1906, Chinatown C h a rlie  opened a t  the 
American T h ea tre . Sidney Skolsky fa c e t io u s ly  i n s i s t e d  
th a t  th i s  p lay  was w r i t te n  in  one h o u r . ^  S u b t i t le d  The 
Opium F ien d , the  s c r i p t  c a l le d  fo r  a m assive " l iv in g  
b rid g e"  sequence which l a t e r  came to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  
th e  Davidrama. Such a scene o f te n  invo lved  h i r in g  la rg e  
troupes o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  a c ro b a ts  to  perform  d ea th -d e fy in g  
s tu n ts  on s ta g e  in  much th e  same manner as th e  s tu n t  men o f 
to d a y 's  f ilm  in d u s try  do. Chinatown C h a rlie  ra n  in  New 
York fo r  more than  fo u r y e a rs . I t  encompassed tw e n ty -f iv e  
scenes and fe a tu re d  some o f th e  most ra p id  scene changes 
in  the th e a t r e  o f  i t s  day. D avis' s k i l l  in  in c o rp o ra tin g  
" fro n t"  scenes to  cover th e  s e t t i n g  up o f  m ajor ep iso d es  
behind  drops was an o th er c o n tr ib u tin g  f a c to r  to  the  success 
o f /th is  p o p u la r p la y .
5  ^ From an a r t i c l e  in  an u n id e n t i f ie d  Boston newspaper 
da ted  19 F ebruary  1906 (CF, LCTC).
59 Sidney Skolsky , "Times Square T in ty p e s ,"
5 August 1931 (CF, LCTC).
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O ther su c c e s s fu l p lay s produced in  th e  season  of 1906 
were N e l l i e , th e  B e a u tifu l Cloak Model  and A Marked 
Woman. 60 Both were Davis-Woods c o l la b o ra t io n s .  N e H ie , 
the  B e a u tifu l Cloak Model has o f te n  been r e f e r r e d  to  as 
the  p ro to ty p e  o f th e  Davidrama. x Produced in  December 
o f 1906/ N e l l ie / th e  B e a u tifu l  Cloak Model re co u n ts  the  
adven tu res o f  a young g i r l  s e p a ra te d  from h e r  m other in  
h e r  you th . A nephew (the  v i l l a in )  wants the  m o th er 's  
fo r tu n e . His a ttem p ts  to  keep N e ll ie  and h e r  m other from 
f in d in g  one an o th e r c o n s t i tu te  th e  m ajor a c tio n  o f th e  
p lo t .  A c r ip p le d  b ro th e r ,  a haughty fem ale c o -c o n sp ira -  
t o r ,  and an inhuman bogus f a th e r  round o u t  the  c a s t  o f 
c h a ra c te rs  o f  th i s  ty p ic a l  Davidrama. Davis again  r e l i e s  
on a tr iu m v ira te  of v i l l a in s  ( th e  nephew, th e  fem ale con­
fe d e ra te ,  and N e l l i e 's  presumed f a t h e r ) , who- p la c e  the  
h e ro in e 's  l i f e  and honor in  a s e r ie s  o f  dilemmas.
The contem porary review s c a l le d  s p e c ia l  a t te n t io n  to  
th e  sc e n ic  e f f e c t s  in  N e l l i e , th e  B e a u tifu l Cloak Model 
and responded p o s i t iv e ly  to  th e  perform ances as w e ll .  
Perhaps one reason  why th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p lay  cap tu red  the  
im ag in a tio n  o f c h ro n ic le rs  o f  th e  p e r io d  may be found in
60 a Marked Woman' s New York run ended a b ru p tly . The 
p lay  had been fin an ced  by a m ajor p o l i t i c a l  f a c t io n  on the  
C hinese m ainland. O ther f a c t io n s ,  d is tu rb e d  by th e  p lo t
h. Marked Woman r e l a t i v e  to  t h e i r  p o s itio n ,, th re a te n e d  
Al Woods and fo rced  him to  c lo se  the  show.
61 The New York Dram atic M irro r , 12 January  1907
(CF, LCTC).
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one humorously c la s s ic  l i n e  from th e  s c r i p t .  A fte r  
a ttem p tin g  to  k i l l  th e  h e ro in e  in  dozens o f  ou trageous 
fa sh io n s / th e  v i l l a i n  (upon c o rn e rin g  N e llie  in  h e r  own 
bedchamber) u t t e r s  th e  s ta te m e n t/ "Why do you f e a r  me/ 
N e l l ie ? " 0 That such a l in e  cou ld  have been employed and 
taken  s e r io u s ly  t e l l s  us much about th e  n a iv e te  o f th e  
audiences fo r  whom Owen'Davis worked in  h is  e a r ly  c a re e r .  
The tw enty-one ex tra v a g a n t scenes in  the p ro d u c tio n  
e n te r ta in e d  d iv e rs e  audiences fo r  more than f iv e  seasons 
on New Y ork 's low er E ast S id e .
D avis' Ruled Off th e  T u rf63 a t  th e  14th S t r e e t  
T hea tre  was mounted on 20 August 1906 under h is  f a v o r i te  
pseudonym, John O liv e r . During A ugust, Septem ber, and 
O ctober The Power of Money, S e c re ts  o f  the  P o l ic e , ^  The 
B u rg la r ' s D aughter, and Ten Thousand D o lla rs  Reward 
p layed  over D avis ' name. The t i t l e s  which co n ta in ed  the 
word "daughter" seemed always to  draw w e ll;  perhaps th e  
h e ro in e s  aroused  p a te rn a l  fe e l in g s  in  the  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  
male audience members. A lso s tro n g  sexua l appeal e x e r te d  
more a t t r a c t i o n  fo r  i t s  a u d ie n c e s . In The B u rg la r 's  
D aughter, b e a u t i f u l  Ruth H olt i s  bo th  b l in d  and a t  th e
^2 New York W orld-Telegram , 21 A p ril 1943, p . 41.
63 Owen D avis, "Ruled Off th e  T u rf ,"  1906 (UT,LCTC).
64 Owen D avis, "S ec re ts  o f  th e  P o l ic e ,"  1906 
(UT, LCTC).
65 New York Dram atic M irro r, c . 1906 (CP, LCTC).
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mercy o f  an e v i l  guard ian . The se n sa tio n s  p rov ided  to  
endanger the  b l in d  h e ro in e  in c lu d ed  a g u n fig h t on top o f  
an e l e c t r i c  ca r on a b r id g e / th e  appearance on s ta g e  of 
a steam  y ach t (a device employed e a r l i e r  in  The C onfes­
s io n s  o f  a W ife) , and th e  p o r t r a i t  of an in dom itab le  cha r­
a c te r  c a l le d  Meg o f  M ulberry Bend, who l i t e r a l l y  axes h e r  
way o u t  o f a boathouse in  o rd e r  to  p r o te c t  h e r  f r ie n d . In  
a d d it io n , a reform ed f a th e r  saves h is  daughter and l a t e r  
d ie s .  This p a t t e r n  was a h ig h ly  em pathe tic  one fo r  
Bowery audiences, who understood  only  too  w e ll th e  compul­
sion  to  s tr a y  and refo rm . An a d d i t io n a l  fe a tu re  was th e  
p o r t r a y a l  o f a r ig id ly  m oral clergyman (a lso  re m in isc e n t 
o f The C onfessions o f  a Wife) and h is  u p r ig h t b ro th e r  who 
u l t im a te ly  marry the  two c e n tr a l  fem ale c h a ra c te r s ,  Ruth 
and Meg o f  M ulberry Bend. The a c tio n  moves ra p id ly  in  
th i s  s c r i p t ,  making The B u rg la r1s Daughter a m ajor Bowery 
" h it"  fo r  s e v e ra l  y e a rs . I t  opened in  September o f  1906 
and l ik e  o th e r  p o p u la r Davidramas l a t e r  made th e  rounds 
o f  the  E ast Side houses.
An unprecedented  number o f  new Davis s c r ip t s  appeared 
in  1907. Over one h a l f  o f  th e  y e a r 's  work was produced 
under the name o f  John O liv e r . D avis' use o f  th e  name 
g ives r i s e  to  an anecdote which se rv es  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  
overwhelming volume o f Davis m a te r ia l  b e in g  perform ed in  
the  popu lar th e a t r e s  o f  th e  f i r s t  decade o f the tw e n tie th  
ce n tu ry . A d ram atic  c r i t i c  fo r  P i t t s b u rg h 's  morning p ap er 
was re p o rte d  to  have s a id  o f  a new "John O liv e r"  p la y ,
60
"Here a t  l a s t  i s  a f in e  melodrama and Heaven be p ra is e d . 
H ere, in  th e  person  o f  John O liv e r , a new w r i te r ,  we have 
a t  l a s t  found a man who knows more about how to  w r ite  a 
p lay  o f th i s  k ind  than  th e  i r r e p r e s s ib l e  Owen Davis ev e r 
knew ."66
The Davidramas o f  1907 in c lu d ed  A Race Across th e  
C o n tin e n t, 6  ^ The King and Queen o f  G am blers, A Chorus *
G i r l 1s Luck in  New York, C onvict 999: o r , From S o c ie ty  
and R iches to  P riso n  and Shame (which fe a tu re d  a spec­
ta c u la r  p r is o n  escape  com plete w ith  s c a lin g  f e a ts  employ­
in g  r e a l  a c ro b a ts ) ,  The G reat Express Robbery, Edna, th e  
P re t ty  T ypew rite r (w ith a t r e a d m il l  panorama fe a tu r in g  
no ted  gymnast Edna B row ning), Broadway A fte r  Dark 
(memorable because o f an in n o v a tiv e  o nstage  p r iz e  f ig h t  
as w e ll as a p r a c t i c a l  s te a m sh ip ) , S ince N e l l ie  Went Away, 
F a lle n  By th e  W ayside, I t ' s  Never Too Late to  Mend, A t 
Y ale , 66 Deadwood D ick 's  L a s t S h o t, and Tony, th e  B oo tb lack : 
o r T racking th e  Blackhand Band (w ith no ted  v a u d e v ille  
f a v o r i te s  Genaro and B a i le y ) .
Of th e s e , perhaps The G rea t Express Robbery, produced 
on August 12 a t  th e  American T h ea tre , b e s t  in d ic a te s  D avis '
66 New York W orId-Telegram , 21 A p ril 1943, p . 17.
67 Owen D avis, ''A Race A cross th e  C o n tin e n t,"  1907 
(UT, LCTC).
68 Owen D avis, "At Y a le ,"  1907 (DM, LCTC).
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developm ent. The New York Dram atic M irror observed th a t  
th e  p lay  p o ssessed  " l i t e r a r y  q u a l i ty  combined w ith  melo-
f? Q
dram atic  v a lu e ."  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  a modern re a d e r  
to  accep t t h a t  a p lay  c o n ta in in g  shopworn t r a d i t io n s  l ik e  
le ap s  over w a te r f a l l s  and a d a r in g  rescue  by a b rave  
C hinese o r a g i r l  t i e d  to  a r a i l r o a d  tra c k  has l i t e r a r y  
m e rit , b u t even a t  t h i s  e a r ly  s ta g e  in  D avis ' c a re e r ,  
v a rio u s  lo c a l  newspapers were n o tic in g  in  h is  works 
s t y l i s t i c  in n o v a tio n s  growing beyond th e  k ind  o f w r it in g  
in  which he was engaged .70
Broadway A fte r  Dark, which appeared th e  month a f t e r  
The G rea t Express Robbery, a lthough  dependent upon o ld  
c l ic h e s ,  had a c r i t i c a l  and p o p u la r su cc ess . The h e ro in e 's  
l i n e ,  " I  w i l l  spend every  d o l la r  o f my fo rtu n e  to  c le a r  my 
s w e e th e a r t 's  nam^"71 aroused  such a sym pathetic  fu ro r  th a t  
a stagehand had to  rap  fo r  more than  f iv e  m inutes w ith  h is  
cane to  r e s to r e  o rd e r among th e  " g a lle ry  gods."  Taking 
i t s  aud iences through su b te rra n e a n  Canal S t r e e t  d iv es  and 
to  th e  grounds o f  a p r iv a te  in sane  asylum , the  m ajor 
prem ise o f  th i s  Davidrama focused on C u rtis  Y ork 's dogged 
p u r s u i t  o f F lo ra  Ross. This "very l i v e ly  a f f a i r , "  mounted 
a t  New Y ork 's  T h a lia  T h ea tre , was c a l le d  by th e  D ram atic
N~ew York D ram atic M irro r , 24 August 1907 (CE,
LCTC).
70 I b id .
New York Dram atic M irro r, 21 September 190 7 (CF,
LCTC).
62
M irro r / "one o f John O l iv e r 's  most o u ts ta n d in g  accom plish­
ments in  th e  g e n r e . T h e  perform ance o f M argaret Bower 
as F lo ra  was consid ered  s a t i s f a c to r y /  b u t i t  was sped- 
t a c le  l ik e  the  onstage  boxing match th a t  s e t  Broadway 
A fte r  Dark a p a r t .
The New York Dramatic M irror g ives us f u r th e r  in s ig h t  
in to  the  workings o f  the s p e c ta c u la r  demands o f th e  popu­
l a r  melodrama o f the  day in  an - a r t i c le  about Deadwood 
D ick 's  L ast S ho t. The w r i te r  a s s e r t s  t h a t  each member o f 
th e  c a s t  had been p rov ided  w ith  a t  l e a s t  one weapon from
A1 Wood's p r iv a te  a r s e n a l  and th a t  the  p r in c ip a ls  were
7 *3is su e d  th re e  o r fo u r  e a c h .7 In  s p i t e  o f  th e  b lood  and 
thunder a sp ec ts  o f  th e  p la y , th e  D ram atic M irro r p ra ise d  
th e  s c r i p t  as un u su a lly  w e ll w r i t te n  fo r  i t s  k in d .74 
Deadwood Dick/ an "honest fa ro  bank d e a le r ,"  having 
recovered  Madge F u l to n 's  claim  in  a poker game w ith  a 
crooked s h e r i f f ,  p roceeds to  overwhelm an e n t i r e  reg im ent 
o f h e a v ie s , le d  by Black B ess, Cheyenne C h a r lie , and 
numerous " su p e rs ."  Gus Gordon, in  th e  p iv o ta l  r o le  o f 
Dick, and J .  E. M ilte rn  as th e  e v i l  Buck F a rre n , were 
adm ired fo r  t h e i r  perform ances. Like Madge and Emma
72 New York Dram atic M irro r , 21 September 190 7 (CF, 
LCTC).
7 3  I b i d .
74 New York Dramatic M irro r, 23 December 1907 (CF, 
LCTC).
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C urren, Edna B rou thers, p o r tra y in g  Black B ess, fa red , le s s  
w e ll w ith  th e  c r i t i c s .  Deadwood D ick 's  L a s t Shot opened 
a t  th e  14th S t r e e t  T hea tre  and was re p e a te d  th roughou t the 
c i r c u i t  fo r  more than  te n  y e a rs .
With th e  s o l id  backing o f A1 Woods and a p u b lic  th a t  
seemed n o t to  t i r e  of s e n s a t io n a l  f a r e ,  Davis devoted  him­
s e l f  to  alm ost c o n s ta n t w r i t in g .  His only c o n ta c t w ith  
"uptown" p lay w rig h ts  a t  t h i s  ju n c tu re  in  h is  c a re e r  was 
as an e n th u s ia s t ic  o rg a n iz a tio n  man. A l a t e r  s e c t io n  o f 
t h i s  s tu d y  w i l l  d e a l w ith  h is  a c t i v i t i e s  in  th e  b u s in ess  
end o f th e a t r e  p r a c t ic e .  But i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  th a t  as 
th e  f i r s t  decade o f th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  ended, he a lre a d y  
was g a in in g  le a d e rsh ip  r o le s  in  d ec ry in g  u n e th ic a l  th e a t r e  
p ro ced u res , c o r ru p t m anagers, and th e  u n ju s t  c o p y rig h t 
laws, of the  p e r io d .75
Beyond th e  s c r ip t s  he had been producing  a t  breakneck 
pace fo r  Woods, Davis found tim e fo r  an ex cu rs io n  in to  a 
d i f f e r e n t  k ind  o f th e a t r e  ev en t in  1908. In  Jan u ary , he 
p re se n te d  an ex travaganza  a t  th e  New York Hippodrome c a lle d  
The B a tt le  o f  P o r t  A rth u r. No d e s c r ip t io n s  o f th i s  produc­
t io n  have been found. But Davis must have met th e  c h a l-  
lenges t h a t  such a sp e c ta c u la r  ev en t o f fe re d ;  the produc­
t io n  was s t i l l  remembered in  th e  New York Sun tw e n ty -f iv e
75 Another m ajor ev en t o f 1907 was th e  b i r t h  o f  h is  
f i r s t  son , Donald. Davis was a devoted  fam ily  man and th e  
advent o f h is  f i r s t  c h ild  was an e s p e c ia l ly  m eaningful 
s ta g e  in  h is  l i f e .
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y ea rs  l a t e r  (1933) in  a f e a tu re  column c a l le d  "Twenty-
76f iv e  Years Ago Today."
By 1908 he had added th e  name W alter Laurence to  h is  
l i s t  o f pseudonyms. The C reole  S la v e 's  Revenge appeared 
as th e  f i r s t  s c r i p t  b ea rin g  th a t  name. The Bowery th e a t r e  
c a le n d a rs  fo r  1908 a lso  l i s t e d  The P rin ce  o f S p e n d th r i f ts , 
F a lse  F r ie n d s , On T r ia l  For His L if e / and The Opium 
Smugglers o f  'F r is c o  as new p lay s  from th e  t i r e l e s s  Davis.
The au th o r d id  l i t t l e  in  1909 to  change th e  k ind  of 
m a te r ia l  th a t  had been s u c c e s s fu l  fo r  him. D avis, w e ll 
e s ta b l is h e d  as th e  m aste r o f  s e n s a t io n a l  fa re  fo r  th e  
th e a t r e ,  had re s e rv a tio n s  abou t co n tin u in g  w ith  i t ;  b u t 
they  were d is p e l le d  by th e  p r o f i t s  t h a t  con tinued  to  come 
to  him. He l a t e r  claim ed th a t  th roughou t much o f  th i s  
tim e he was fe e l in g  the  need to  move on to  h ig h e r forms 
o f  l i t e r a r y  e x p re ss io n , b u t  he had n o t y e t  i n i t i a t e d  any 
p o s i t iv e  a c tio n  in  th a t  d i r e c t io n .  The s c r ip t s  which a re  
e x ta n t  from th e  time and th e  c r i t i c a l  review s which a re  
a v a ila b le  in  re fe re n c e  to  them su g g es t t h a t  On T r ia l  For 
His L i f e , The M illio n n a ire  and the  Policem an1s W ife, and 
The C o n v ic t 's  Sweethe a r t  c o n s t i tu te  h is  b e s t  e f f o r t s  a t  
th e  tim e.
The Grand S t r e e t  T heatre  became the  home o f  On T r ia l  
For His L ife  in  l a te  1908. A m i l i ta r y  melodrama in  th e
76 New York Sun, 10 January 1933 (CF, LCTC).
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manner o f  Bronson Howard's Shenandoah (1888) and B elasco
and F ran k lin  F y le 's  The G ir l  I  L e f t  Behind Me (189 3) .
The m a jo rity  o f th e  Bowery c r i t i c s  viewed th e  p lay  as
77an o th e r move a r t i s t i c a l l y  upward fo r  Owen D avis. In 
the c re a tio n  o f  a un iquely  modest hero  (L t. Jack  R o y a l) , 
Davis began a s e r i e s  o f  s u b tle  experim ents w ith  ch a rac ­
t e r s  th a t  e v e n tu a lly  produced c o n s id e rab le  re fin em en ts  in  
the s te re o ty p e s  which had se rv ed  him so w e ll .  In  th i s  
d ig n if ie d  p l a y , e v e n  th e  v i l l a i n ,  t r e a te d  un u su a lly  sym­
p a th e t i c a l ly ,  i s  p o rtra y e d  as very  much in  love w ith  th e  
h e ro in e . His a c tio n s  a r e ,  in  f a c t ,  m ostly  th e  r e s u l t  o f  
th e  in o rd in a te  p rodding  o f  th e  fem ale a n ta g o n is t  in  the  
p la y .
A s ta n d a rd  f ig u re  in  m i l i t a r y  melodramas was th e  I r i s h  
comic. In  On T r ia l  For His L i f e , however, Davis chose to 
re p la c e  th is  c h a ra c te r  w ith  a Jew ish comedian and once 
again  p re se n te d  a v a r ia t io n  on th e  "humours" comic approach 
which had worked so w e ll fo r  him b e fo re . A bu rn ing  p r iso n  
re scu e  and th e  s c a lin g  o f a p e rp e n d ic u la r  w a ll o f rock  p ro ­
v ided  enough o f  the  o ld  fa sh io n ed  t h r i l l s  t h a t  few p a tro n s  
n o tic e d  th e  touches which were beg inn ing  to  su g g es t a 
d ep a rtu re  from th e  s te r e o ty p ic a l  q u a l i t i e s  to  which they  
were accustomed. Although the  M irro r r e f e r r e d  to  i t  as
77 New York Dram atic M irro r , c. 1908 (CF, LCTC).
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" r a t t l i n g  good m elodram a,”^9 th e  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  th e  c h a r­
a c te r s  and t h e i r  a c tio n s  in  t h i s  p lay  dem onstrate  more 
ex p erim en ta tio n  and in n o v a tio n  than he had allow ed h im se lf  
b e fo re . In s p i t e  o f  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  h e ro  and h e ro in e  
c lo se  th e  p lay  em bracing under an American f la g ,  con­
tem porary accounts su p p o rt th e  view th a t  Owen D avis, 
a lthough  s t i l l  adhering  to  the  m elodram atic p r a c t ic e  o f  
th e  day, was growing more s o p h is t ic a te d  in  th e  realm  o f 
p lo t  and e s p e c ia l ly  c h a ra c te r .  The New York D ram atic 
M irror once ag a in  n o ted  D avis ' p ro g re ss  as a w r i t e r ,  s t a t ­
in g  th a t  "On T r ia l  fo r  His L ife  marks a n o th e r s te p  upward 
toward r e a l ly  improved melodrama. 1188
The M il l io n a ire  and th e  Policem an1s W ife, a p lay  
f i l l e d  w ith  s e n s a t io n a l  s p e c ta c le ,  in c lu d e s  a d u e l between 
two d iv e rs  a t  th e  bottom  o f - th e  N orth R iv er, an escape 
from an e le v a te d  t r a i n ,  th e  dynam iting of th e  Tarrytown 
B ridge (w ith a d a r in g  leap  in to  nearby  t r e e  b ra n c h e s ) , a 
tenem ent house f i r e  (a lso  h ig h lig h te d  by a le a p  to  s a fe ty  
by a policem an w ith  an in f a n t  in  h is  arms) , -and a g u n fig h t 
which was s a id  to  have reached  w a r lik e  p ro p o r tio n s . D esp ite  
th e  t h r i l l s  p ro v id ed  by th e  p la y , audience response  to  th i s  
s c r i p t  rem ained p a s s iv e . The. New York Sun, n o tin g  th i s  
phenomenon, suggested  s e v e ra l  reaso n s  fo r  th e  p la y 's
New York Dram atic M irro r , c. 190 8 (CF, LCTC). 
80 Ib id .
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f a i l u r e  to  evoke th e  custom ary acknowledgement a t  th e  end 
o f the th i r d  a c t  when the  c a s t  passed  in  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  
re v ie w .8!  The a r t i c l e  suggested  th a t  th e  absence o f  the 
o b lig a to ry  "papuhs" and perhaps some heavyhanded o v e r­
w r i t in g  o f  th e  hero  may have c o n tr ib u te d  to  th is ?  b u t i t  
appears more lo g ic a l  t h a t  aud iences were sim ply view ing 
Owen D avis’ lo s s  o f  innocence as a w r i t e r  o f  melodrama.
He had s t r a in e d  h is  own b e l i e f  in  h is  c h a ra c te rs  and s i t u ­
a tio n s  to  such an e x te n t  th a t  h is  work was no lo n g er 
c r e d ib le  to  th e  Bowery p a t ro n s .
As Davis began s h i f t in g  h is  drama away from th e  sen sa ­
t i o n a l ,  he appeared  to  r e c a n t  some o f h is  e a r l i e r  p h ilo s o ­
p h ie s  about p la y w r it in g . He had s a id ,  "every melodrama 
must be a p la y  o f  human i n t e r e s t . • Never allow  mixed 
m otives to  ap p ear. My good peop le  a re  a l l  a la rm ing ly  
good. My bad peop le  a re  b la c k  a l l  th e  way th rough . I 
n ev er allow  a bad person  to  re p e n t. Repentance i s  f a t a l  
in  melodrama. N othing must be l e f t  to  i n f e r e n c e . " ^  With 
h is  work in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  190 8, i t  was c le a r  t h a t  h is  
v iew po in t was changing as he saw new p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  th e  
a re a  o f  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  opening up fo r  him.
The C o n v ic t 's  S w eetheart p rem iered  on 30 A ugust 1909 
a t  th e  Grand T h ea tre  in  B oston. F ra n k lin  P. Adams, 
w r i t in g  in  Green Book, concludes t h a t  The C o n v ic t1s
81 New York Sun, 10 F ebruary  1909, p . 31.
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S w eetheart cou ld  w e ll be the l a s t  of th e  Davidramas. 
C e r ta in ly  Davis appeared  to  be se a rc h in g  f o r  a more com­
p lex  form of e x p re s s io n . R e fe rr in g  to  the  metam orphosis 
o f  Owen Davis as i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  th e  more w idespread  
demise o f  th e  m e lle r  houses in  Manhattan (by 1909, th e re  
were none o f  th e  form er n ine  m ajor melodrama th e a t r e s  
uptow n), Adams f i l l s  h is  Green Book a r t i c l e  w ith  a s tro n g  
sense  o f  th e  impending lo s s  o f Davis from th e  ranks o f  the  
" te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t "  p la y w rig h ts .
D avis' u su a l t r i c k s  a re  once ag a in  d isp la y e d  in  The 
C o n v ic t 's  S w eeth eart. Tom Corbin (a u n iv e r s i ty  man) and 
h is  d au g h te r, Lucy, b a t t l e  th e  fo rc e s  o f  e v i l  in  th e  forms 
of M ilton and B arbara Deveroux. L ucy 's f a th e r  i s  m urdered 
e a r ly  in  th e  p la y , and Prank Templeton, h e r  in ten d ed  
husband, blamed fo r  th e  m urder, becomes h e r  p ro te c to r .
But e v e n tu a lly  e v e ry th in g  i s  re so lv e d  h ap p ily  and th e  
lo v e rs  a re  wed. The s c r i p t ,  a lthough  s im ila r  in  form at 
to  much o f  D av is ' p rev io u s  work, marked h is  f i n a l  melo­
drama fo r  the  Bowery. Adams' review  p ro p h esied  th e  t r a n s ­
fo rm ation  to  come and r e f e r s  to  th e  p re p a ra t io n  o f D avis' 
new p la y , The W ishing R ing, fo r  p o p u la r s t a r  M arguerite  
C lark . This drama, Davis hoped, would en ab le  him to  prove 
th a t  he had th e  a b i l i t y  to  a s p ire  to  a more demanding k ind  
o f drama. A le g i t im a te  p lay  fo r  an e s ta b l is h e d  s t a r  would 
p rov ide  t h i s  p ro o f . A lthough The W ishing R ing, produced
F ra n k lin  P. Adams, Green Book, December 1909,
pp . 1200-1202.
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by Lee S hubert a t  th e  p r e s t ig io u s  D aly 's  T heatre  in  New 
York, met w ith  l i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  en thusiasm , Davis was 
encouraged to  redoub le  h is  e f f o r t s  toward accep tance as a 
le g i t im a te  p lay w rig h t. The v e h ic le  d id  succeed w e ll fo r  
Miss C lark  and i n i t i a t e d  fo r  Davis a s e r i e s  o f  happy asso ­
c ia t io n s  w ith  s t e l l a r  le a d in g  la d ie s .  These in c lu d ed  
L a u re tte  T ay lo r (L o la) and A lice  Brady (F orever A f te r ) .
The W ishing R ing, d ir e c te d  by C e c il B. DeM ille, se rv e s  as 
a k ind  o f tu rn in g  p o in t  f o r  Owen D avis. I t s  e f f e c t  on the  
w orld o f th e a t r e  o f  th e  day was m inim al, b u t i t  reform ed 
th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  g oa ls  and e x p e c ta tio n s  fo r  h is  p la c e  in  
the  a r t .
In  th e  summer o f  1910, Davis p rov ided  new s c r ip t s  fo r  
The Alhambra Stock Company a t  th e  M a jes tic  T hea tre  in  
Milwaukee, W isconsin . The troupe  perform ed th re e  o f  h is  
p lay s  i n  J u ly , A ugust, and Septem ber. One o f  th e s e , The 
R ejuvenation  of John Henry, e l i c i t e d  th e  comment from a 
Milwaukee c r i t i c  t h a t  Owen Davis had w r i t te n  a r e a l  fa rc e  
and seemed now committed to  a new k in d  o f  p sy ch o lo g ic a l 
se r io u sn e ss  ly in g  w e ll beyond th e  demands o f  l u r id  melo­
drama.®^ P roductions in  P h ila d e lp h ia  and Boston in  1910
84 S ince on ly  one perform ance i s  reco rded  a t  t h a t  
tim e, perhaps i t  was a "showcase" p re s e n ta t io n  fo r  young 
p lay w rig h ts  a s p ir in g  to  Broadway. The p lay  d isappeared  
a f t e r  i t s  i n i t i a l  perform ance; b u t the  s c r i p t  was l a t e r  
used as th e  b a s is  fo r  a h ig h ly  su c c e s s fu l f ilm  in  1916.
85 New York Sun, 27 August 1943 (CF, LCTC).
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in c lu d ed  The Chinatown Trunk M ystery/ a p lay  t h a t  p rob­
ab ly  was w r i t te n  co n s id e rab ly  e a r l i e r .  These months in  
1910 were c h a ra c te r iz e d  by a f i n a l  o u tp o u rin g  o f  melo­
dramas. Davis r e c a l l s  t h a t  du ring  th i s  tim e he o f te n  had 
l i t e r a l l y  dozens o f  works to u r in g  a l l  over th e  co u n try .
He had on one o ccasio n  th re e  p lay s  running  on one n ig h t  
in  th e  same neighborhood in  New York—one a t  th e  Grand 
Opera House, one a t  th e  F o u rteen th  S t r e e t  T h e a tre , and 
s t i l l  a n o th e r a t  th e  o ld  S ta r  .Theatre on E ighth S t r e e t  
and Broadway. The p lay w rig h t re m in isc e s , perhaps w ith  
tongue in  cheek, th a t  i t  was a t  t h a t  moment t h a t  h is  major 
co m p e tito r in  th e  f i e l d  o f  s e n s a t io n a l  melodrama, Theodore 
Kremer, decided  to  g iv e  i t  up and r e tu rn  to  h is  n a t iv e  
G erm any.^
D avis' c h a ra c te r iz a t io n s  had become more re f in e d  w ith  
each  new s c r i p t ,  and h is  comic s t y l e  had grown more s u b t le .  
He began to  knock on uptown doors w ith  renewed v ig o r , 
hoping to g a in  some re c o g n itio n  as a s e r io u s  p lay w rig h t o f 
fa rc e  and th e  more s o p h is t ic a te d  forms o f melodrama. He 
rem ained, however, in t im id a te d  by th e  highbrows o f  th e  
th e a t r e .  He was convinced th a t  h is  name was sco rned  in  
a r t i s t i c  c i r c le s  o r ,  as he once p h rased  i t ,  was "used as 
a h o r r ib le  example to  young au th o rs  and to  f r ig h te n  bad
86 Owen D avis, I 'd  L ike To Do I t  A gain, p . 10 8.
Kremer, au th o r o f  p lay s  l i k e  Her S i s t e r  and The F a ta l  
Wedding was co n sid e red  Owen D avis ' c lo s e s t  r i v a l .
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c h i ld r e n ." 87 The though t o f h is  p roducing  a p la y  in  a 
Broadway th e a t r e  appeared  to  be q u i te  ab su rd , as " a l l  my
O Of r ie n d s  assu red  me." He became in c re a s in g ly  d i s s a t i s ­
f ie d  w ith  th e  work which he undertook away from Broadway. 
Both he and Al Woods com plained o f te n  t h a t  " th e  fa c to ry "  
had l o s t  i t s  s p i r i t  o f  fun , b u t only  Davis saw a change in  
th e  immediate fu tu re .  The th ir ty - s e v e n -y e a r  o ld  p lay w rig h t 
had never claim ed any s p e c ia l  g i f t s  o f p rophecy, b u t  once 
more h is  uncanny a b i l i t y  to  p e rc e iv e  a tre n d  and to  f e e l  
th e  p u lse  o f  th e  peop le  and th e  s p i r i t  o f a tim e ap p a ren tly  
urged him to  a m ajor d e c is io n . He seemed i n s t in c t iv e ly  to  
know th a t  th e  " te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t "  had begun i t s  p a th  in to  
o b liv io n . The movies had a lre a d y  become a t h r e a t ,  and he 
cou ld  see t h a t  t h i s  new medium would soon be a b le  to  p ro ­
v id e  e s c a p is t  s p e c ta c le s  f a r  beyond th e  c a p a c ity  o f  the 
l i v e  s ta g e  to  eq u a l. I t  seemed c le a r  to  him t h a t  i f  the  
film s were to  s e rv e  th e  sensa tion -m inded  p u b l ic ,  h is  r o le ,  
i f  he was to  rem ain a w r i t e r  fo r  th e  le g i t im a te  th e a t r e ,  
must be a l t e r e d .  He p rep ared  h im se lf  to  move w ith  h is  
w r i t in g  in  a new and more demanding d i r e c t io n ,  one which 
would r e q u ir e  deeper in s ig h t ,  more complex c h a ra c te r iz a ­
t io n ,  and a c lo s e r  u n d erstan d in g  o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  
a u ra l  and v is u a l  a sp e c ts  o f  p lay  p ro d u c tio n .
87 Owen D avis, I 'd  L ike To Do I t  A gain, p . 108.
88 Ib id .
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He had a lso  begun to  d i s t r u s t  h is  own a t t i tu d e  
toward th e  work w hich he had re c e n tly  produced . Much o f  i t  
had appeared  lu d ic ro u s  to  him; re sp e c t  fo r  h i s  own manu­
s c r ip t s  had s te a d i ly  d im in ished . He was concerned because 
he comprehended th a t  aud iences would soon sen se  h i s  d is ­
il lu s io n m e n t and in s in c e re  m otives and r e j e c t  h is  p la y s .
His own innocence and c r e d i b i l i t y  had been re s p o n s ib le  fo r  
much o f  th e  v i t a l i t y  o f h i s  e a r ly  p r a c t ic e ,  b u t he now 
acknowledged t h a t  th e  a r t i s t i c  r id ic u le  which met h is  work 
in  l i t e r a r y  c i r c le s  caused  him em barrassm ent. His w ife , 
aware o f  h is  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  encouraged him to  e x p lo re  
new c r e a t iv e  d i r e c t io n s .  Thus D avis, aware t h a t  in  s p i t e  
o f h is  p o p u la r fame he was n o t ta k in g  s e r io u s ly  as an 
a r t i s t ,  made up h i s  mind to  leav e  s e n s a t io n a l  f a re  
a l to g e th e r .
O ther c o n s id e ra tio n s  e n te re d  in to  th i s  d e c is io n  as 
w e ll . A c le v e r  ca rtoon  c h a ra c te r  by th e  name o f  D esperate 
Desmond, a parody o f  th e  v i l l a i n  o f  th e  melodramas, had 
he lped  to  b r in g  th e  o v e rly  s im p l i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s  o f  h is  
w r i t in g  in to  focus fo r  the  p u b lic  and p a in fu l ly  fo r  the 
au th o r as w e ll .  Davis saw in  "D esperate  Desmond" th e  
u ltim a te  dea th  k n e l l  f o r  h is  melodramas. I f  th e  p u b lic  
could laugh a t  th e se  p lay s  through t h i s  c a r ic a tu r e  o f th e  
s to ck  "heavy man," Davis r e a l iz e d  th a t  in  o rd e r  to  succeed 
h is  fu tu re  w r i t in g  would r e q u ir e  more s u b tle  shad ing  of 
c h a ra c te r .  A lthough a b o r tiv e  e f f o r t s  were made to  p ro ­
duce even more s p e c ta c u la r  " su p e r-m e lle rs"  in  o rd e r  to
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f o r e s t a l l  th e  in ro a d s  be ing  made by f i lm s , Al Wood sum­
m arized th e  c o n d itio n  o f th e  p roponen ts o f  s e n s a t io n a l  
melodrama in  th e  p o p u la r th e a t r e s  when he d e c la re d , "We
pQk i l l e d  th e  cow th a t  had th e  golden f l e e c e .1,0:7 Only th e  
flam boyant Woods cou ld  p h ra se  th e  problem  in  such te rm s, 
b u t  the p o in t  was v a l id .
A major problem  which a lso  h as ten ed  D avis ' d e c is io n  
to  leave  th e  Bowery th e a t r e s  was th e  conduct o f  th e  th e a t r e  
managers. Numerous c o n tra c tu a l  d isp u te s  had broken o u t 
between m anagers, p ro d u c e rs , and p lay w rig h ts  o f  the  melo­
dramas; and as th e s e  d isagreem ents expanded, th e  p o te n t i a l  
fo r  co o p e ra tio n  betw een th e  b u s in ess  and th e  a r t i s t i c  
f a c e ts  o f  c i r c u i t  melodrama grew in c re a s in g ly  l im ite d .
Davis f e l t  s u re  t h a t  he cou ld  w r ite  a s u c c e s s fu l 
Broadway p la y . W eighing th e  exp erien ce  gained  w ith  The 
Wishing Ring and view ing Broadway fa re  as e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  
same as th e  T h ird  Avenue m a te r ia l  which he had been 
w r it in g  (excep t more s u b t l e ) , he decided  to t r y  ag a in . He 
determ ined th a t  hum anity was always a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  work 
fo r  the  th e a t r e .  B ig, dom inant em otions underg irded  suc­
c e s s fu l  m anuscrip ts  w hether they  were p lay ed  on Broadway 
o r  in  th e  p o p u la r houses. The more s o p h is t ic a te d  approach 
re q u ire d  fo r  uptown p re s e n ta t io n s  p rov id ed  new im petus fo r  
th e  emerging a b i l i t i e s  o f Owen Davis as a p la y  craftsm an .
89 Al Woods, American M agazine, March 1911, p . 609.
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He f e l t  ad eq u a te ly  p re p a red  to  undertake  th e  le s s  o v e r t  
s ty le  o f  v /r i t in g  th a t  he observed  succeed ing  on Broadway.
An o p p o rtu n ity  came in  March o f  1911 a t  th e  Lyceum 
T h ea tre . Under th e  ae g is  o f D aniel Frohman, D avis' p lay  
Lola was g ra n te d  a s in g le  m atinee perform ance. I t  s t a r r e d  
L a u re tte  T aylor and proved to  be an odd m ix tu re  o f  crude 
melodrama and s o l id  c ra ftsm an sh ip . Davis h im se lf  r e f e r r e d
q n
to  i t  a s  "a q u eer s o r t  o f  f i s h ."  The p lay  g en e ra ted  no 
exc item en t a t  th e  tim e , a lthough  l a t e r  Ward Morehouse 
recogn ized  i t  as a m ajor tu rn in g  p o in t  in  th e  c a re e r  o f
q  iD avis. He c a l le d  i t  a k ind  o f " f re n z ie d  re fo rm a tio n "  
in  a 19 33 a r t i c l e  in  th e  New York Sun when he r e c a l le d  i t s  
opening. S t i l l  l a t e r ,  a v i r t u a l  war e ru p te d  o v e r t h i s  
s c r i p t  when co p y rig h ts  on th e  p ro p e rty  were v io la te d .  The 
c o u r t  b a t t l e s  in v o lv ed  L e ta  Vance N icho lson , Theda Bara 
(who was to  p lay  th e  le a d in g  ro le  in  th e  p la g ia r iz e d  v e r­
sion ) , and D avis. But so f a r  as i s  known, L o la , in  i t s  
o r ig in a l  form as p re se n te d  in  1911, was n ev e r perform ed 
ag a in .
In 1911, Davis worked in  Richmond, Chicago, R och este r, 
and Memphis i n  a d d it io n  to  New York. These engagements 
began to  produce c r i t i c a l  acco lades which r e f e r r e d  to
90 Owen D avis, I 1d L ike To Do I t  A gain, p . 110.
^  Ward M orehouse,’ New York Sun, 6 F ebruary  19 33 
(CF, LCTC).
92"unexpected genius" in  the  p lay w rig h t .  A p ro d u c tio n  of
93a p lay  c a l l e d  Driftwood on October 8th a t  th e  L y ric  
T hea tre  in  Memphis, Tennessee i s  considered  an im portan t 
t r a n s i t i o n a l  work c a r ry in g  Owen Davis away from melo­
d ra m a .^  ‘Barry B. Witham p r a i s e s  i t  as exemplary o f  the  
in c re a s in g  s e n s i b i l i t y  o f  the a u th o r .  He admires th e  
choice o f  s u b je c t  m a t te r  and the  subsequen t h an d lin g  o f  
i t .  He say s , "Driftwood i s  the  s to ry  o f  a man and a 
woman who d r i f t  a p a r t .  She 'w a i te d ,  and worked, and 
wanted. ' D espera te , she tu rn s  to  a second man. Then 
th e  f i r s t  r e tu r n s .  Should she t e l l ?  She keeps h e r  
g u i l ty  s e c r e t  and i t  r e tu rn s  to  haun t h e r . "95
The Memphis Commercial Appeal agreed  t h a t  something 
new was happening w ith  Owen Davis. Responding e n th u s i ­
a s t i c a l l y  to  D riftw ood, the  c r i t i c  deemed th e  p lay  "no t 
good enough fo r  the  b ig  houses , y e t  too  good fo r  th e  
p opu la r  p r ic e d  t h e a t r e . " ^ 6 Davis had, the  a r t i c l e  con­
t in u e s ,  "never w r i t t e n  w ith  more v i r i l e  s t r e n g th ,  w ith  
more a d r o i t  shad ing , nor w ith  such a l i b e r a l  d isp la y  o f
92 Memphis Commercial A ppeal, 15 October 1911 
(CP, (CiCTC) .
93 Owen Davis, "D riftw ood," 1911 (UT, LCTC).
94 Barry B. Witham, "The Dramaturgy o f  Owen D avis,"  
D iss . Ohio S ta te  U n iv e rs i ty ,  1970, p .  73.
95 Memphis Commercial Appeal, 15 October 1911 
(CP, lctcTT
96 ib id .
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human sympathy. "97 Although some c r i t i c s  found Driftwood 
d i f f i c u l t  to  c a te g o r iz e ,  they  concede t h a t  t h i s  s t r a n g e  
problem p lay  w ith  no ap p a ren t le sso n  was a s t r i d e  forward 
fo r  Davis as a w r i t e r .  But even though they  p r a i s e d  h i s  
c ra f tsm an sh ip , they  f a u l t e d  h i s  lack  o f  moral concern . 
Such views seem s t r a n g e ly  narrow today , b u t  they  were 
commonplace in  1911.
Driftwood has an i n t r i g u in g  p l o t :  the h e r o in e 's  
g u i l ty  p a s t  pu rsues  h e r  a l l  th e  way to  B ra z i l .  In h i s  
clim ax, Davis allow s a f a l l e n  woman (h is  o ld  "Magdalen" 
formula) to be g ra n te d  a second chance, on ly  to  f a l l  
aga in . This unusual t r e a tm e n t  o f  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  theme 
ap p a ren tly  puzz led  many view ers and sparked  immediate 
co n tro v e rsy .
Davis ' approach to  h i s  o th e r  c h a r a c te s r  in  t h i s  p lay  
was a lso  somewhat u n t r a d i t i o n a l .  The second man, n o t  
c l e a r ly  a v i l l a i n ,  i s  drawn w ith  a d e f t  touch , making him 
an in n o v a tiv e  th re a te n in g  fo rc e  t h a t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  
c a te g o r iz e .  He i s  c e r t a i n ly  n o t th e  "D esperate Desmond" 
o f  D avis ' p rev io u s  p r a c t i c e ,  y e t  he s u p p l ie s  ample 
a n ta g o n is t i c  i n t e r e s t  fo r  th e  f r u s t r a t e d  c e n t r a l  ch a rac ­
t e r .  I t  i s  in  the  shading  o f  t h i s  c h a r a c te r  and the 
hero ine  t h a t  th e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  q u a l i t y  o f  Driftwood i s  
most e v id e n t .
97 Memphis Commercial A ppeal, 15 O ctober 1911 (CP, 
LCTC).
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In  1912 W illiam  A. Brady e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  assembled 
a f i r s t - r a t e  company to  undertake  D avis ' newest work/ 
Making Good. The p la y ,  in tend ed  to  be "'uptown" melodrama 
in  th e  manner of Clyde F i tc h ,  was designed  to  d is p la y  th e  
emerging s k i l l s  o f  Davis as he completed h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  
to  Broadway. Doris K eane^  and W illiam  C o u r t le ig h  were 
engaged to  p lay  th e  lead in g  r o l e s ,  and th e  p ro d u c tio n  
opened on a le g i t im a te  Broadway s ta g e  (the  F u lto n  Theatre) 
on February  5 th . The t i t l e  tu rn ed  o u t to  be i r o n i c :  the
p ro du c tion  re c e iv e d  u n iv e r s a l ly  n eg a tiv e  c r i t i c a l  rev iew s. 
The C in c in n a t i  Times, n o ting  t h a t  New York c r i t i c s  had con 
demned th e  p la y ,  s a id  t h a t  Making Good had been "more 
l i b e r a l l y ,  b r u t a l l y  and v ic io u s ly  panned than  any o th e r  
p lay  of t h i s  y e a r . " ^  The New York World remarked, "When 
a p layw righ t i n v i t e s  the p u b lic  to  exchange r e a l  money 
fo r  the p r iv i l e g e  of see in g  the  f i r s t  perform ance of a 
sample o f h is  work so uncompromisingly bad as the  one 
which Owen Davis i n f l i c t e d  l a s t  n ig h t  upon the  h e lp le s s  
audience a t  th e  F u lto n  T h ea tre , he should  be more t a c t f u l  
in  choosing a t i t l e .  "-1-00
A fte r  a run  o f only  e ig h t  perfo rm ances, Making Good
Q O Miss Keane l a t e r  scored  a major success  i n  Edward 
S heldon 's  Romance.
99 The C in c in n a t i  Times, 9 February  1912 (CF, LCTC).
100 iphe flew York World as re p o r te d  in  The C in c in n a t i  
Times, 9 February  1912 (CF, LCTC).
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c lo sed . Davis l a t e r  ad m itted , "To be a b s o lu te ly  h o n es t  
about i t ,  .Making Good was t e r r i b l e .  I t  w a s n ' t  th e  f i r s t  
time I  had been th e  laugh ing  s to c k  o f  Broadway and I  am 
a f r a i d  t h a t  i t  w a s n ' t  q u i te  th e  l a s t ,  b u t  t h i s  tim e i t  
r e a l l y  was a very nas ty  laugh , and a lthough I  had been 
'down' b e fo re ,  t h i s  was the  c l o s e s t  to  being  'o u t '  t h a t  I  
ever had b e e n ." 101
Davis r e t r e a t e d  w ith  h i s  w ife  and sons (Owen Davis, 
J r .  had s in c e  jo in e d  th e  Davis family) to  Yonkers, where 
i t  took him alm ost a f u l l  yea r  to  g a in  th e  courage to  face  
th e  p a in fu l  "smirks and i n s u l t s "  t h a t  had r e s u l t e d  from 
t h i s  ex p e rien ce . The r e s p i t e  allowed him time fo r  r e f l e c ­
t i o n  and re e v a lu a t io n .  As th e  new y ea r  began, Owen D avis ' 
main concern h inged  on th e  nagging doubt t h a t  c r i t i c s  
would ever be w i l l in g  to  d i s s o c i a t e  him from h is  p a s t  
E ighth  Avenue "m o n s tro s i t ie s "  and judge him on th e  m e r i t  
o f h i s  c u r re n t  and forthcom ing p r a c t i c e .  He acknowledged 
t h a t  the  popu lar p r ic e d  melodramas had been k i l l e d  because 
they were no t f i t  to  l i v e ,  b u t  he wondered i f  h i s  own 
c a re e r  was to  p e r is h  w ith  them?
101 Owen Davis,' My F i r s t  F i 'f tv  Years i n  T h e a tre ,  
p .  58.
Chapter I I
Owen Davis Becomes a L eg it im a te  Broadway 
P layw rig h t, 1913-1923: From 
The Family Cupboard to  Icebound
Nowadays Hr. Davis i s  w r i t in g  more c a r e f u l ly  
and s low ly , tu rn in g  o u t  only  two o r  th re e  
p lays a y e a r .  And, i f  e a rn e s tn e s s  and 
s i n c e r i t y  make fo r  su c c e s s ,  he i s  going to  be 
a r e g u la r  tw o -d o lla r  p la y w r ig h t .1
When The Family Cupboard opened a t  The Playhouse on 
21 August 1913, i t  was unique in  a t  l e a s t  two ways: i t  
a t t a in e d  the s t a tu s  of an im portan t p la y  d ese rv in g  s e r io u s  
c o n s id e ra t io n ;  th e  p lay w rig h t had c o n s c ie n t io u s ly  analyzed 
h is  approach to  the  new work, s p e c i f i c a l l y  t a i l o r i n g  i t  
f o r  Broadway aud ien ces . S t i l l  s u f f e r in g  the  h u m il ia t io n  of 
Making Good, he subm itted  The Family Cupboard to  a b ro k e r ,  
b u t  s t i p u l a t e d  t h a t  no name appear on th e  m anu scrip t u n t i l  
i t  was so ld .  The b ro k e r ,  unaware of D avis1 p a s t  c a r e e r ,  
prom ptly took th e  p lay  to W illiam  A. Brady, who l ik e d  i t  
and ea g e r ly  accep ted  i t  f o r  p ro d u c tio n . When th e  producer 
d iscovered  the  name o f the new a u th o r ,  he had, Davis
^  F ran k lin  P. Adams, " I n te r e s t i n g  P eo p le ,"  American 
Magazine, March 1911, p . 609.
79
80
re c o u n ts ,  "something very l i k e  a s t r o k e ,  b u t ' i n  tim e he
forgave me." Louis Sherwin l a t e r  r e p o r te d  in  th e  New York
Globe t h a t  "Mr. B rady 's  p r id e  in  having s too d  by Owen Davis
fo r  so many y ea rs  d e s p i te  f a i l u r e s  a lm ost q u i t e  d i s a s t r o u s  
. . .  *3i s  q u i t e  j u s t i f i a b l e . "
The Family Cupboard d ea ls  w ith  a s k e le to n  i n  the 
c lo s e t .  The in n o v a tio n s  i n ’ s u b je c t  m a t te r  were s i g n i f i c a n t  
in  two a re a s .  When the young man who i s  th e  c e n t r a l  cha rac­
t e r  i s  to ld  by th e  "coco tte "  t h a t  i t  was h i s  own f a th e r  who 
had o r i g in a l l y  seduced h e r ,  he s t r i k e s  the  o ld e r  man. His 
l a t e r  remorse when he d isco v e rs  t h a t  th e  g i r l  had l i e d  to  
him f a i l s  to  v in d ic a te  him adequate ly  i n  th e  minds o f  the 
audience. This c r e a te s  a d i s tu rb in g  and unusual k in d  of 
p ro ta g o n is t  who f a l l s  in to  a gray a re a  o f  h e ro ic  e x p e c ta t io n  
and n a t u r a l i s t i c  b eh av io r .  The second in n o v a tio n  in  The 
Family Cupboard concerns the  complex c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  
a ffo rd ed  the  c e n t r a l  female f ig u r e ,  K it ty  C la i r .  When I re n e  
Fenwick gained  fa v o rab le  reviews in  th e  r o l e ,  Davis began to 
recogn ize  the  v a l i d i t y  o f  h is  now more c l e a r ly  d ef in ed  ch a r­
a c te r  work and d ed ica ted  h im se lf  to  a g r e a te r  emphasis on i t  
in  th e  fu tu r e .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  theme o f  the  s in s  o f  p a re n ts  
v i s i t e d  upon t h e i r  c h i ld re n  allowed him ample o p p o r tu n ity  to  
c r e a te  unconventional responses in  h is  c h a r a c te r s .  Even
2 Owen Davis, I ' d  Like To Do I t  A gain , p . 114.
3 New York Globe, 23 August 1913 (CF, LCTC).
81
b e fo re  th e  p lay  had opened, i t  was h e ra ld ed  as " d i f f e r e n t , ”
n o t only fo r  the p lay w rig h t ,  b u t  fo r  th e  season . The New
York Telegram s t a t e d  t h a t  the  sponsors  o f  th e  p la y ,  "look
forward to  a s e n s a t io n ,  inasmuch as th e  s to r y  d e a ls  w ith
4
in c id e n ts  n o t  u su a l ly  d iscu ssed  in  mixed assem blages."
The w r i t e r  p re d ic te d  t h a t  The Family Cupboard would be the  
most d a r in g  v en tu re  o f  th e  season . In  f a c t ,  D avis ' s k i l l s  
in  th e  development o f d ram atic  c o n f l i c t  were g a in in g  such 
d i s t i n c t i o n  th a t  by th e  time the p ro d u c tio n  came to  th e  
boards in  1913 he re ce iv e d  n e a r ly  unanimous c r i t i c a l  
accla im . Davis had s e t  o u t  to  w r i te  an im p o rtan t p la y ,  and 
w ith  The Family Cupboard he had succeeded w ith o u t becoming 
e i t h e r  p re te n t io u s  o r  d e r iv a t i v e .  In h is  own assessm ent o f  
t h i s  b reakthrough in to  the  ranks o f  l e g i t im a te  commercial 
th e a t r e  a r t i s t s ,  Davis remarked, " I  have s tu d ie d  ray own 
sm all t a l e n t s  and developed them and t r i e d  to  make up f o r  a 
lack  o f  th e  r e a l  f i r e s  o f  genuis  by an ho n es t adm ission o f  
t h a t  la c k  and a t r u e  enthusiasm  f o r  th e  work t h a t  a t  the  
moment came n e a re s t  to  ex p re ss in g  my a t t i t u d e . " ^
This unassuming e v a lu a t io n  o f h i s  new s t a t u r e  as a 
r e g u la r  " tw o -d o lla r  p layw righ t"  t y p i f i e d  D avis ' view o f  h i s  
a r t .  Throughout h is  c a re e r  he never o v e res tim a ted  h is  
im portance, and he remained always a h ard  worker w ith o u t  the  
a f f e c t a t i o n s  t h a t  o f te n  came w ith  su cc ess .  O ther r e a c t io n s
4 New York Telegram, 30 Ju ly  1913 (CF, LCTC).
5 Owen Davis, I ' d  Like To Do I t  Again, pp. 122-123.
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to  h is  t r a n s i t i o n  were more expansive . Among th e se  i s  th e  
fo llow ing  comment by C layton  Hamilton in  th e  October 
Bookman o f  1913:
This i s  the b e s t  p lay  t h a t  Mr. Davis has w r i t t e n  
s in c e  he forsook  th e  realm  o f  cheap melodrama 
and a s p i r e d  to th e  h ig h e r  reg io n s  o f  d ram atic  
a r t .  Not on ly  does i t  r e v e a l  the hand o f  an 
accomplished craftsm an  o f  th e  t h e a t r e ,  b u t  i t  
shows a commendable s i n c e r i t y  i n  i t s  endeavor 
to r e a l i z e  an im p o rtan t a s p e c t  o f contemporary
l i f e . 6
Thus in  1913 when Davis began re c e iv in g  t h i s  k in d  o f 
re c o g n i t io n  as a t r u ly  l e g i t im a te  a u th o r ,  he ag a in  found 
time to  take  s to c k  o f h i s  p r o g r e s s . He saw t h a t  he had 
n o t y e t  become an e s ta b l i s h e d  man of l e t t e r s  i n  s p i t e  o f  
h i s  r e l a t i v e l y  s u p e r io r  e d u c a t io n a l  background and v a s t  
experience . He e x is te d  r a th e r  in  t h a t  nebulous ca tegory  
c a l l e d  "up and coming." Only too  aware .tha t he had used 
the  bag o f  t r i c k s  which had employed in  th e  melodramas in  
a more s u b t le  and s o p h is t ic a te d  manner, he now faced  the 
need to  w r i te  something t h a t  would com pletely  d i s p e l  a l l  
doubts about h i s  r i g h t  to  co n s id e r  h im se lf  an "uptown" 
p lay w rig h t.  The c r e a t io n  of such a p lay  became h i s  
immediate g o a l .
The Broadway o f  t h a t  e r a  c a te re d  to  th re e  major 
k inds o f p la y s :  f a r c e s ,  m u s ic a ls ,  and s e r io u s  dramas. The
6 Clayton Hamilton, Bookman, O ctober 1913, p . 134.
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complexion of th e  New York s ta g e  was dec ided ly  commercial; 
European in f lu e n c e s  which e v e n tu a l ly  produced the  a r t  
t h e a t r e  movement i n  t h i s  country  had only begun to  be 
n o t ic e d .  The s e r io u s  drama of the  second decade of the 
tw e n t ie th  ce n tu ry  was dominated by a k ind  o f  s o c ia l  melo­
drama which had undertaken to  b r id g e  the  gap between 
sc e n ic  re a l is m  and s o c i a l  comment. This se rv e d  as a k ind  
o f  p re lu d e  to  n a tu ra l is m  in  t h i s  coun try . These o f te n  
o v e r ly  d id a c t i c  p la y s ,  popu lar w ith  the  uptown audiences 
a t  th e  tim e, convinced Davis t h a t  h i s  b e s t  chance fo r  a 
long Broadway run la y  i n  t h i s  genre . As u s u a l ,  h i s  
s e n s i t i v i t y  to  what audiences wanted p lu s  a thorough-going  
study  o f  th e  work o f o th e r  s u c c e s s fu l  p lay w rig h ts  p rov ided  
him w ith  m a te r ia l  to  i n s p i r e  h i s  n ex t  p r o j e c t .  Though 
Davis was s t i l l  a neophyte in  h i s  c r a f t ,  h i s  d e s i r e  to  
em ulate e s ta b l i s h e d  au th o rs  marked a s te p  forw ard in  h i s  
development as a s e r io u s  p lay w rig h t o f im portance. Among 
the  p layw righ ts  c a r e f u l ly  observed by Davis was Clyde 
P i tc h .  An o u ts ta n d in g  exponent o f  th e  k ind  o f  " s o c ia l  
melodrama" which Davis had decided to  a t tem p t,  F i tc h  used 
c o r ru p t io n ,  g reed , h igh  f in a n c e ,  and im m orality  as major 
s u b je c ts  f o r  h i s  work. C layton Hamilton had recogn ized  
in  The Family Cupboard th e  comendable endeavor " to  r e a l i z e  
an im portan t a s p e c t  o f contemporary l i f e , "  and saw in  i t s .  
au th o r  a w r i t e r  who was, " e s ta b l i s h in g  h im se lf  as capable
o f  b e t t e r  t h i n g s . " 7 But th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  a b i l i t y  d i r e c t l y  
to  address  s o c i a l  i s su e s  had n o t  as y e t  been t e s t e d .  Thus, 
a drama o f  s o c ia l  concern p re se n te d  a them atic  cha llenge  
to  an a r t i s t  who s t i l l  f e l t  new and in se c u re  in  th e  Broad­
way m il ie u .  He addressed  h im se lf  to  a regimen of s teady  
s e l f - d i s c i p l i n e ,  aware of h i s  need to work more c a r e f u l ly  
and to  i n s t i t u t e  a more th o u g h tfu l  a n a ly s is  o f  human m otiva­
t io n s  in to  h is  work. He decided t h a t  one way to  improve 
h i s  c r a f t  was to  experim ent w ith  p ro d uc tion s  o u ts id e  of. New 
York C ity ; consequen tly , a t  a m e ticu lo u s ly  slow r a t e  fo r  
Owen D avis, he began to  conceive the  form o f  th re e  new p lay s  
to  be p re se n te d  fo r  s to ck  o p e ra t io n s .  These e f f o r t s  b rough t 
him l i t t l e  acknowledgement in  the  a rea  o f  a r t i s t i c  growth 
in  th e  jo u rn a ls  and contemporary reviews o f  1914, b u t  they  
ap p a re n tly  served  to  a s s i s t  him in  s t r e t c h in g  h i s  techn iq ue . 
Beggars On Horseback (9 February  1914) was p rep a red  and 
mounted in  Hoboken. Robin Hood** opened in  Kansas C ity  t h a t  
season , and an Al Woods p ro d u c tio n  w ith  John Mason c a l l e d  
Drugged (28 September 1914) was p o l ish e d  fo r  a Boston show­
ing and a subsequen t to u r  l a t e r  in  the y e a r .  In  New York, 
Davis p re se n ted  an unusually  e la b o r a te  p ro duc tion  c a l l e d  
Big Jim G a r r i tv . This p lay  was an experim ent w ith  h ig h e r
7 C layton Hamilton, Bookman, October 1913, p . 134.
8 Owen Davis, Robin Hood (New York: Samuel French. 
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p r ic e d  melodrama, o r  "do lla rd ram a"9 as George Jean Nathan 
termed i t .  R eactions were g e n e ra l ly  n e g a t iv e .  Vogue 
c a l l e d  Big Jim G a r r i ty  v u lg a r ,  concluding  t h a t  i t  was a 
r e v e r s io n  to  th e  a r t i s t ' s  e a r l i e r  s e n s a t io n a l  te c h n iq u e s .  
A lso , s a id  Vogue, " i t  i s  im p oss ib le  to  show f i r s t  r a te  
a c t in g  to advantage i n  a fo u r th  r a t e  p l a y . " 10
In  1914, Davis began to  be a r e g u la r  c o n t r ib u to r  o f  
a r t i c l e s  to  th e  New York Times and o th e r  p e r i o d i c a l s . 
These t h e a t r e  commentaries and p e rso n a l  c a re e r  s tu d ie s  
( l ik e  "Why I  Q uit W riting  Melodrama" and "No Bushel Can 
Hide the  L ight of a Good Play") c i r c u la t e d  widely and 
gained fo r  the  p lay w rig h t a d d i t io n a l  r e c o g n i t io n  as an 
e r u d i t e  j o u r n a l i s t  o f t h e a t r e  p r a c t i c e .
In such a r t i c l e s ,  Davis d is c u sse s  the  s t a t e  of p la y -  
w r i t in g  in  g e n e ra l ,  o f t e n  p ro v id in g  in s ig h ts  in to  the 
s ta g e s  o f  h i s  own development. His co nc lu s ion  on one 
o ccasion  t h a t  " th e  day i s  gone when p r e t t y  good i s  any 
good"11 and h i s  support of th e  view t h a t  "a l i t t l e  more 
p a t ie n c e ,  a deeper knowledge o f  human l i f e ,  and simple 
c l a r i t y " 1  ^ c o n s t i t u te  th e  c e n t r a l  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  good
9 "Smart S e t ,"  T h e a tre , December 1914 (CF, LCTC).
10 V o g u e ,  1 December 1914 (CF, LCTC).
11 New York Times, 4 October 1914, VI, p . 9.
12 ib id .
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w r i t in g  dem onstrate  the  s e r io u s n e ss  o f  h is  new a t t i t u d e  
toward h is  work.
His ap p a ren t  adherence to  th ese  new p h ilo so p h ie s
ga ined  p o s i t iv e  r e s u l t s  fo r  him in  the  p re p a ra t io n  of h is
13n ex t p la y .  S inners  opened a t  The Playhouse on 7 January  
1915. The p u b l ic  f locked  to  the p ro d u c tio n ,  and i t  gave 
him h is  lon g -aw aited  extended run (220 p e rfo rm an ces ) . But 
th e  c r i t i c s  f a i l e d  to  respond favo rab ly  to  D avis ' e f f o r t s ,  
and t h e i r  views o f  the new p lay  were no t on ly  n e g a t iv e ,  
b u t  condescending.
Davis adm itted  in  r e t r o s p e c t  t h a t  th e  s c r i p t  about a 
v ir tu o u s  g i r l  from New Hampshire and h e r  v u ln e r a b i l i t y  to  
th e  e v i l s  o f  b ig  c i t y  l i f e  was " s t i l t e d  and o ld  
fa sh io ned . But the co n tin u in g  re fe re n c e s  to  h is  
infamous "hack" r e p u ta t io n  in  th e  te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t  f i e l d  
r a t h e r  than o b je c t iv e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  h i s  c u r r e n t  p lay s  must 
have been d is h e a r te n in g .  For in s ta n c e ,  an a r t i c l e  in  L ife  
im plied  t h a t  Davis had t r i e d  the  p lay  o u t  on the  inmates
o f  Sing Sing p r iso n  as a c a p tiv e  audience b e fo re  a llow ing ,
as th e  rev iew er p u t  i t ,  " the  chaingang o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  
c r i t i c s "  to  have t h e i r  tu rn  a t  i t . 15 I t  was, i n  f a c t ,  
a c tu a l ly  p layed  a t  Sing Sing fo r  a c o n v ic t  audience as a
13 Owen Davis, "S in n e rs ,"  1915 (UM, LCTC).
14 Owen D avis, My F i r s t  F i f t y  Years i n  the  T h e a tre ,
p . 67.
15 L i f e , 21 January 1915, pp. 112-113.
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s p e c ia l  p r o j e c t  i n i t i a t e d  by th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  longtim e 
f r i e n d ,  R. H. Davis. The L ife  re sponden t ap p a ren tly  
knew t h i s ,  b u t  chose to  c a p i t a l i z e  on the  even t in  a 
contemptuous manner.
A major o b je c t io n  to  S in n e r s , as w e l l  as to  many o f  
h i s  e a r l i e r  works, c e n te re d  on the way Davis tended  to  
equa te  country  fo lk  w ith  goodness and c i t y  d w e lle rs  w ith  
in h e re n t  e v i l .  Mary Horton, h i s  h e ro in e  in  S in n e rs , i s  
from G reat F a l l s .  She was drawn too t r a n s p a re n t ly  akin 
to  the c e n t r a l  f ig u re s  i n  sen t im e n ta l  melodramas l i k e  
Way Down E as t  to  escape comparison. One c r i t i c  termed 
th e  p lay  "a good o ld  fa sh io n ed  melodrama which was 
in ten d ed  fo r  the p u b l ic  o f s m a l le r  c i t i e s  than  New 
Y ork ."18 Perhaps such comments had v a l i d i t y .  D avis ' 
penchan t fo r  o v e r s im p l i f i c a t io n  was c e r t a i n ly  an o b s ta c le  
to  the more s o p h i s t ic a t e d  s ty l e  to  which he a s p i re d .  
C u rren t Opinion magazine concluded t h a t  the p lay  was 
" su re ly  no worse, even i f  i t  i s  n o t  conspicuously  b e t t e r  
than  o th e rs  o f  i t s  k in d . " 17 The w r i t e r  c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  
to  th e  a u th o r 's  r e l i a n c e  on an "elem entary form ula o f  
p l a y w r i t i n g .1,18 C e r ta in ly ,  t h a t  form ula, d ev ised  in  h i s  
melodrama days, l in g e re d  in  th e  overdrawn good and bad
16 Clayton Ham ilton, Bookman, March 1915, p . 177.
17 C urren t O pin ion , March 1915, p .  177.
18 Ib id .
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c h a ra c te r s  and in  th e  in o rd in a te  a t t e n t i o n  g iven to  the  
wholesome q u a l i t i e s  o f  th e  c e n t r a l  f ig u re .  Although h is  
new c h a ra c te r s  conversed b e t t e r  and were more so p h is ­
t i c a t e d ,  they remained e s s e n t i a l l y  the  h e ro e s ,  h e ro in e s ,  
and heav ies  o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  p r a c t i c e .  The th e s i s  o f 
S in n e r s , c o n tr iv e d  and o v e r ly  s e n t im e n ta l ,  d e a l t  w ith  
what were p u rp o rted  to be a c tu a l  s o c i a l  problems in  a 
r e a l i s t i c  s e t t i n g .  The p lay  was, in  s p i t e  o f  t h i s ,  a 
r e v e r s io n  to  h i s  o ld  melodrama. A remark i n  Vogue se rv es  
to  summarize the r e a c t io n s  o f  th e  jo u r n a l s .  The a r t i c l e  
d e c la re d  t h a t  Owen Davis " ta lk e d  u t t e r  r o t  w e l l . "19
Produced by W illiam  A. Brady, S in ners  s t a r r e d  B rady 's  
daugh ter A lice ,  who became one o f  the g r e a t  American 
a c t r e s s e s  o f  th e  e a r ly  tw e n t ie th  ce n tu ry .  Although the  
p ro du c tion  met w ith  m anifo ld  o b je c t io n s  from the c r i t i c s ,  
Miss Brady was d ec la re d  " b r i l l i a n t . "  The p lay  j u s t i f i e d  
the f a i t h  o f  b o th  the  p lay w rig h t and the g i r l ' s  f a th e r  in  
h e r  a b i l i t y  to  s u s t a in  a m ajor d ram atic  r o l e .  C r i t i c s  and 
p u b l ic  a l i k e  warmed to h e r  s e n s i t i v e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  the  
sm all  town g i r l  le d  a s t r a y  i n  th e  b ig  c i t y  and u l t im a te ly  
saved by h e r  dying m o th e r .20
Vogue, 15 February 1915 (CF, LCTC).
20 Many more Davis-Brady c o l la b o ra t io n s  came in  th e  
yea rs  which fo llow ed , and th e  a f f e c t io n  between th ese  two 
men grew in to  a s tro n g  bond o f su p p o rt  and mutual 
con fidence .
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By 1916, a new f a c e t  o f  psychology, th e  "unconscious '1 
was being  w idely  d iscu ssed  and s tu d ie d .  The in f lu e n c e  o f  
th e  "unconscious" upon conscious s t a t e s  o f  behav io r was a 
r e l a t i v e l y  new concep t, and i t  q u ick ly  gained  the a t t e n ­
t io n  o f  Davis as a good s u b je c t  fo r  a s c r i p t .  The r e s u l t  
was Any House, r e f e r r e d  to  by one c r i t i c  as D avis1 f i r s t  
p sy ch o lo g ica l  e x c u rs io n . The s u b je c t  o f  Any House i s  th e  
s p l i t  p e r s o n a l i ty  o r  "o th e r  s e l f , "  p o r t ra y e d  in  the Davis 
s c r i p t  by a second a c to r  who urges th e  c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  
i n to  va r io u s  k inds o f  damaging b eh a v io r ,  in c lu d in g  th e  
disavowal o f bo th  h is  d au g h te rs .  U lt im a te ly ,  through the 
m alevo len t in f lu e n c e  of h i s  a l t e r - e g o ,  he ru in s  h im s e lf .
The m a te r ia l ,  a c o l l a b o r a t io n  w ith  R obert H. Davis, c a l l e d  
f o r  ingenious s ta g in g  tec h n iq u e s .  For example, th e  cu r­
t a i n  was a lre a d y  up when th e  audience e n te re d  th e  t h e a t r e ,  
a llow ing  the f i r s t  drop to  fu n c t io n  l i k e  a c u r ta in  during  
s t r e e t  "p re lu d e s ."  Although commonplace today in  th e a t r e  
p r a c t i c e ,  in  1916 th e  device was a n o v e l ty .
From th e  time th e  p lay  opened a t  ’th e  C ort T hea tre  
on 14 February, audiences l e f t  confused  and u n c e r ta in  about 
i t .  Although David L. S ie v e rs ,  i n  h i s  s tudy  o f  p sy ch o lo g i­
c a l  re a l ism  on Broadway, p o in ts  to  Any House as s im i l a r  
to  th e  e a r ly  p sy c h o lo g ic a l  re a l is m  o f  a r t i s t s  l i k e  Eugene 
O 'N e i l l , 21 c r i t i c s  and p a tro n s  found them selves unable to
21 David L. S ie v e rs ,  Freud On Broadway (New York:
Hermitage House, 1955), p . 17.
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em pathize w ith a hero so t o t a l l y  e r r a n t  in  h i s  beh av io r .  
This lack  o f  empathy c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  s h o r t  run of 
on ly  fo u r teen  perform ances.
The f i r s t  c o l la b o ra t io n  o f  Davis w ith  O liv e r  Morosco 
a lso  occurred  in  1916. T ogether they  mounted Mile a 
Minute K endall/ 22 which opened in  November a t  the  Lyceum 
T h ea tre . Morosco, i n  h i s  b iog raphy . The O racle o f  
Broadway says t h a t  he en joyed  h i s  p ro fe s s io n a l  r e l a t i o n -
o 3s h ip  w ith  Davis. Previews o f  the  p ro d uc tio n  in  
C leveland drew n e g a tiv e  c r i t i c i s m  concerning th e  sim­
i l a r i t y  o f  the work w ith  a m anuscrip t o f  W inchell Smith. 
Guy P r ic e ,  w r i t in g  in  the Los Angeles H era ld , l ik e d  th e  
a c to r s ,  b u t  had l i t t l e  p o s i t i v e  to  say o f  the  d e r iv a t iv e  
s c r i p t . ^  Although a c tu a l ly  w r i t t e n  and re h ea rse d  i n  
under th re e  weeks, th e  p la y  had a s t ro n g  p l o t  l i n e ,  and 
w ith  the  s k i l l f u l  d i r e c t io n  o f  Morosco, i t  achieved con­
s id e r a b le  success d e s p i te  th e  c r i t i c s .  Morosco l a t e r  
i n s i s t e d  t h a t  the  p lay  would have gained  more d i s t i n c t i o n  
ex cep t t h a t  the  s t a i d  Lyceum was n o t the p roper house fo r
22 Owen Davis, Mile a Minute Kendall (New York: 
Samuel French, P ersona l d u p l ic a te d  copy, undated ),
23 Helen M. Morosco and Leonard Paul Dugger, The 
O racle  o f  Broadway (C aldw ell, Idaho: The Caxton
P r i n t e r s , L td . ,  1944), p . 71.
24 Los Angeles H erald  as re p o r te d  in  Helen M.
Morosco and Leonard Paul Dugger, The O racle  o f  Broadway, 
p . 71.
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i t ,  and s e v e ra l  o f  th e  a c to r s ,  among them Tom Powers and 
a y o u th fu l  Eva Le G a ll ien n e , were "no t r ig h t "  fo r  t h e i r  
r o l e s .
Late in  1916, Davis and h i s  fam ily  s e t  o u t  on t h e i r  
f i r s t  t r i p  to  Europe. In  tak in g  s to ck  o f  h i s  c a r e e r ,  Davis 
found i t  was r e l a t i v e l y  easy  to  ea rn  a l iv e l ih o o d  in  the  
t h e a t r e ,  b u t  ex trem ely  d i f f i c u l t  to  w r i t e  a r e a l  p la y ,  as 
he was now c a l l i n g  h i s  i d e a l  s c r i p t .  The European t r i p  
was designed  f o r  r e s t  and adven tu re , b u t  h i s  mind remained 
on h i s  n e x t  t h e a t r i c a l  ven tu res  a l l  the w h ile .  He pon­
dered  h i s  own l im i t a t io n s  as a w r i t e r  and wondered i f  he 
had a lre ad y  accom plished what h i s  t a l e n t s  would p e rm it .  
While on th e  t r i p ,  he had th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  meet K atherine  
C orne ll  and G uthrie  McClintock. He a ls o  saw the  f i r s t  
London appearance o f  W ill Rogers, a f ig u r e  w ith  whom Davis 
would work many tim es over th e  n e x t  twenty o r  more y e a r s .
In 1917, th e  war in  Europe was beg inn ing  to  loom 
ominously; Davis and h i s  w ife  and sons decided  to  s a i l  
home e a r l i e r  than  p lanned . Since Davis was too o ld  and 
too  much overw eigh t to  be s e r io u s ly  cons idered  f o r  army 
l i f e ,  he channeled h is  e n e rg ie s  toward a new p r o j e c t  w ith  
A rthur Somers Roche, a p lay  to  be t i t l e d  A Scrap of 
P aper. I t  d e a l t  w ith  a b i t  o f in c r im in a t in g  evidence th a t  
blows o u t  a window and i s  pursued by a s s o r te d  c h a ra c te r s
^  Los Angeles H erald  as r e p o r te d  in  Helen M. Morosco 
and Leonard Paul Dugger, The O racle  o f  Broadway, p . 2 73.
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f o r  n e a r ly  th r e e  h o u rs . I t  was* i n  s h o r t /  ano ther crim­
i n a l  "crooks and b u l l s " 26 melodrama. In  o th e r  words/ th e  
formula was a t  work aga in . But as had happened e a r l i e r  
when he c re a te d  K it ty  C la i r e ,  Davis in tro d u ced  a s in g u la r  
f i c t i o n a l  c h a ra c te r .  The news r e p o r t e r ,  as p o r tra y ed  by 
Robert H i l l i a r d ,  secu red  p r a i s e  from th e  New York c r i t i c s  
as a unique and e x c i t in g  h e ro ic  ty p e .  This was due mainly 
to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  he was an uncommon m ixture o f  good and 
bad p e r s o n a l i ty  t r a i t s ,  making him le s s  one-d im ensional 
than  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e ro ic  f ig u r e .
Davis a lso  mounted in  1917 an A rabian N ig h ts , which
l a t e r  appeared w ith  the new t i t l e  o f L e t Him Come and Let
Him Look. I t  f a i l e d  t o  g a in  any m easurable a t t e n t io n .
But i n  1918 a s i g n i f i c a n t  p la y  emerged. Forever A f t e r , 27
2 Pa "lucky p la y ,"  ° was i n s t a n t l y  s u c c e s s fu l  from the  time 
i t  opened on 9 September 1918. Barry Witham contends 
t h a t  t h i s  was D av is ' supreme accomplishment in  h is  f i r s t  
decade in  the  le g i t im a te  t h e a t r e . 2  ^ F o rever A fte r  t r a c e s  
the  s to ry  of s ix te e n -y e a r -o ld  lo v e rs  in  Vermont through 
th e  war y e a rs .  In  a unique v a r i a t i o n  on the  "love
28 L i f e , 4 October 1917, p . 549.
27 Owen Davis, F o rever A f te r  (New York: Samuel French. 
1928).
28 Owen Davis, My F i r s t  F i f t y  Years i n  the  T hea tre , 
pp. 82-83. ;
28 Barry B. Witham, "The Dramaturgy o f  Owen D avis,"  
p . 75.
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conquers a l l "  theme, Davis c r e a te s  a d ra m a tic a l ly  i n t e r ­
e s t i n g  coup le . The g i r l  i s  s o c i a l l y  s u p e r io r  to  th e  boy, 
b u t  because of th e  war, they  a re  a b le  to  overcome the  p re ­
v a i l in g  c a s te  system and f in d  a l i f e  to g e th e r .
The p ro d u c tio n  re tu rn e d  A lice  Brady to  th e  a t t e n t i o n  
o f  New Y ork 's  aud ien ces , t h i s  time as  a s t a r  o f th e  f i r s t  
magnitude. Forever A f te r  con tinued  fo r  312 perform ances 
as th e  f i r s t  a t t r a c t i o n  in  th e  new Shubert t h e a t r e ,  the  
C e n tra l .  I t  i s  Davis' f i r s t  p lay  which com pletely s e t s  
a s id e  s e n s a t io n a l  s u b je c t  m a t te r .  No lo n g e r  dependent 
upon th e  conv en tion a l t r i c k s  o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  work, the  
au tho r p re se n ts  an u n p re te n t io u s ,  s im ple  and d i r e c t  love 
s to ry  w ith  l i t t l e  r e l i a n c e  on s p e c ta c le .
The s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  "poor boy, r i c h  g i r l "  theme, 
augmented by r e l a t i v e l y  new "f la shback"  d ev ice s ,  made the  
p lay  com pelling to  s o p h is t ic a te d  c i t y  aud ien ces . Using 
techn iques he had acqu ired  from exposure to  Elmer R ic e 's  
On T r i a l  and from a co n sc ie n tio u s  s tudy  o f th e  f ilm s of 
D. W. G r i f f i t h  (B ir th  o f a N ation  [1915] and In to le ra n c e  
[1916]), Davis ach ieves a time flow between p a s t  and 
p re se n t  a c t io n  which was recog n ized  as  one o f th e  major 
d ram atic  inn ova tio ns  o f  t h a t  Broadway season . His use of 
m usical t r a n s i t i o n s  was a ls o  p r a is e d .
Most contemporary j o u r n a l i s t s  agreed  t h a t  t h i s  was 
D avis ' b e s t  work to  d a te .  Miss Brady was d ec la red  th e  
u n q u a l i f ie d  s t a r  o f the show, b u t  Conrad Nagel in  th e  r o l e
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of the  wounded hero  Ted was a lso  w ell  re c e iv e d .  Note­
worthy i s  D avis ' r e f u s a l  to  r e ly  upon h is  t r a d i t i o n a l  
s te r e o ty p e s .  The c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  (Jennie) changes 
w ith in  the  a c t io n  o f th e  p la y  (a new development fo r  
D avis); J en n ie  moves from a r i g i d  and u n y ie ld in g  young 
woman to one who w i l l  s a c r i f i c e  ev e ry th in g  fo r  love . 
Davis ' c r e a t io n s ,  which had always beeh " f ix ed "  through­
o u t the p l o t ,  were becoming complex, the s te re o ty p e s  o f  
th e  melodramas were f i n a l l y  d isap p ea r in g  from h is  a r t .  
Forever A f te r  vaguely poses as a p la y  ad d ress in g  i t s e l f  
to  se r io u s  s o c i a l  problems ( the  c o n s t r i c t io n s  t h a t  s o c i ­
e ty  o f te n  p lace s  on young lo v e ) , b u t  i n  r e a l i t y  i t  i s  a 
th in ly  v e i le d  rom antic  f a i r y  t a l e .  The p la y ,  Davis s a id ,  
was about l i f e  and youth as he saw i t ,  and he adm itted  
f r e e ly  t h a t  h i s  view was/ as always, uncompromisingly 
o p t im is t i c .
While most o f  th e  c r i t i c s  concurred  w ith  the  p u b l ic  
a p p re c ia t io n  fo r  F o rever A f t e r , some r e i t e r a t e d  o ld  
s l i g h t s  about th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  o r i g i n s .  One h a rsh  c r i t i c  
suggested  t h a t  a l l  Davis had r e a l l y  done w ith  t h i s  s c r i p t  
was to  c o n t r ib u te  to  the  b i r t h  o f an o th e r  g e n e ra t io n  o f  
u n i n t e l l i g e n t ,  " te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t "  aud iences . In  f a c t ,  
th e  only redeeming f a c to r  t h a t  L i f e ' s  rev iew er could  f in d  
in  th e  p ro d u c tio n  was the performance o f  Miss Brady.
30 New York Times, 6 October 1918, p .  24.
31 E i'fe , 19 September 1918, p .  417.
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The y ea r  1918 marked th e  b i r t h  o f  Actors E qu ity .
The a c to r s '  s t r i k e s  o f t h a t  y e a r  c r e a te d  a d i f f i c u l t  
season fo r  many p la y w r ig h ts , in c lu d in g  D av is . One o f  the 
p roduc tions  n o t c lo se d  by the  p ic k e ts  was the  Davis-Brady 
mystery-melodrama At 9 :4 5 . ^  The s t r i k e  had l e s s  e f f e c t  
on Davis than  on many o f the o th e r  w r i t e r s  because he had 
conducted a p e rso n a l  crusade on b e h a lf  o f  t h e a t r e  a r t i s t s  
a g a in s t  th e  m achinations o f  unscrupulous th e a t r e  
managers and booking ag e n ts .  In  1918 Davis was the  l a s t  
p r e s id e n t  o f  th e  d is s o lv in g  and i n e f f e c t u a l  S ocie ty  of 
American D ram atis ts  and Composers. The merger o f  the  
Authors League of America and The D ram atis ts  G uild  p ro ­
v ided  a new p la tfo rm  from which he could  wage h i s  b a t t l e .  
His deep involvem ent w ith  th e se  o rg a n iz a t io n s  and o th e r s  
w i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  a l a t e r  p o r t io n  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .
By th e  end o f  World War I ,  Davis had become an e s ta b ­
l i s h e d  Broadway p lay w rig h t,  p o p u la r  w ith  h i s  p e e r s ,  and 
an im po rtan t vo ice  in  the  American t h e a t r e .  But judge­
ments l i k e  " the  b e s t  p a le o n to lo g i s t  o f  a l l  o f  A m erica 's  
p l a y w r ig h t s " ^  s t i l l  bo thered  him and rubbed s a l t  in to  
o ld  wounds. His d e s i r e  to  be co n s id e red  a s e r io u s  man of 
l e t t e r s  remained uppermost in  h i s  mind even as  h i s  o v e r a l l  
r e p u ta t io n  continued to  grow.
32 Owen Davis, At 9:45 (New York: Samuel French, 
1928).
33 New York Times, 3 August 1919, IV, p .  34.
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In  1919/ D e t r o i t  audiences saw D av is ' new comedy/
Peerqy# Behave. In  Stamford/ C onnecticu t/  The Flaming 
Soul prem iered  on January 2 4, and a t  th e  48th S t r e e t  
T hea tre  i n  New York, a sen t im e n ta l  p lay  about the  b l in d  
c a l le d  Those Who Walk in  Darkness opened on 14 August fo r  
a b r i e f  run o f  tw en ty -e ig h t  perform ances.
In 1920, he a ttem pted  ano ther s o c i a l  melodrama
c a l le d  O p p o rtu n ity . ^  This p lay  concern ing  h igh  f inance
con ta ined  some o f  the most r e a l i s t i c  ep isodes  t h a t  Davis
had y e t  c r e a te d .  Opening in  l a t e  Ju ly  w ith  N ita  Naldi
in  the r o le  of a s i r e n ,  i t  had a r e s p e c ta b le  run  of one
hundred and t h i r t y - e i g h t  performances a t  th e  same 48th
S t r e e t  Thea tre  where Those Who Walk in  Darkness had run
th e  y ea r  b e fo re .  Alexander W oollco tt r e a c te d  n e g a tiv e ly
to  th e  a c t in g  i n  O p portu n ity , c a l l i n g  i t  a "hammer and 
3 *5tongs" J perform ance; b u t championed D av is ' s c r i p t  
remarking t h a t  i t  "deserved b e t t e r  t r e a t m e n t . " ^  In 
September, Marry th e  Poor G i r l , an o th e r  c o l l a b o ra t io n  
w ith O liv e r  Morosco, was mounted. This p ie c e  s u f ­
f i c i e n t l y  p le a se d  New York audiences t h a t  i t  was moved 
in to  Winthrop Ames' L i t t l e  T hea tre  f o r  an extended run .
34 Owen D avis, "O pportun ity ,"  1920 (UT, LCTC).
33 A lexander W oollco tt , New York Times, 27 September 
1920, p .  18.
33 ib id .
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3 7No o th e r  p ro d u c tio n s  have been v e r i f i e d  f o r  1920.
By t h i s  time the dram atic  scene was changing. 
European in f lu e n c e s  had c re a te d  complex new ch a llen g es  
fo r  the  w r i t e r s  f o r  the t h e a t r e .  Broadway now ta lk e d  
about Freud and the  subconscious and about Expressionism . 
The p lay  t h a t  merely e n te r ta in e d  was becoming more sus­
p e c t ,  and p lay w rig h ts  looked to  new v o ice s  l i k e  t h a t  o f  
Eugene O 'N e i l l  f o r  i n s p i r a t i o n  and gu idance . The 
experim en ta l genius o f  O 'N e i l l ,  a long w ith  th e  L i t t l e  
T hea tre  movement and the  avan t-g a rd e  in f lu e n c e s  from 
abroad, c re a te d  a new k in d  o f p sy c h o lo g ic a l  re a l is m  in  
the  t h e a t r e ,  opening a new e ra  f o r  th e  American s ta g e  in  
bo th  t e c h n ic a l  and performance p r a c t i c e .  E a r l i e r  the 
Washington Square P lay e rs  had been formed; th e  Neighbor­
hood and th e  Provincetown Playhouses were a lre ad y  p ro ­
ducing r e a l i s t i c  p la y s .  A rthur Hopkins and Robert 
Edmond Jones ' concerted  e f f o r t s  w ith  p sy ch o lo g ica l  
re a l is m  had begun in  1918, and throughout the  e a s te rn  
United S ta t e s ,  ex p e rim en ta tio n  in  Expressionism  was 
a lread y  in  v ogu e .28
D avis, viewing t h i s  development, concluded t h a t  he 
must e l im in a te  any f a c i l e  conventions which might s t i l l
37 The death  o f  Davis' f a th e r  on 8 October 1920 may 
have accounted fo r  th e  slowed a c t i v i t y  a t  th e  end o f  th e  
y e a r .
28 The p e r io d  j u s t  beg inn ing  was so dominated by the 
New Realism t h a t  e ig h t  o f  th e  ten  P u l i t z e r  P r iz e s  awarded 
from 1917-1927 f a l l  i n to  th e  gen re .
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l i n g e r  from h i s  days as a w r i t e r  o f  s e n s a t io n a l  melo­
drama. The G reat War had "d is tu rb e d  and so b e red "39 Davis; 
he wished to  address h im se lf  to  a more se rious-m inded  
p u b l ic  by c r e a t in g  work in  the  new r e a l i s t i c  manner. He 
d isca rd ed  th e  a r t i f i c i a l  forms o f  th e  "w ell made p lay"  
in  favor of ex p e rim en ta tio n  in  the  new realm  o f  d e t a i l e d  
re a l ism . He read  Ib sen , G orki, and Hauptmann and s tu d ie d  
th e  techn iques they employed in  t h e i r  exam inations o f  
complex human b eh av io r  and i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  i t s  
environm ent. Davis b e l ie v e d  h i s  own Maine background 
could  p rov ide  an e x c e l le n t  source  fo r  c h a ra c te r s  shaped 
by environm ental fo rc e s ,  and he became e x c i te d  about the 
p ro sp e c t  o f  c r e a t in g  a drama o u t  o f  such m a te r i a l s .  
Meanwhile, he remained p lagued by doubt about th e  q u a l­
i t y  o f  h i s  d ram atic  t a l e n t ;  was he a c tu a l ly  capable of 
c r e a t in g  s i g n i f i c a n t  and m eaningful drama?
His n ex t  e f f o r t  re a ff irm e d  h i s  f a i t h  in  h im se lf .  In 
1921, he began to  develop a p l o t  concern ing  th e  s t ru g g le  
o f  c h a ra c te r s  trapped  in  a narrow and co n f in in g  en v iro n ­
ment to  f r e e  them selves. The p la y ,  c a l l e d  The D etour, ^  
met w ith  unexpected and immediate c r i t i c a l  a c c l a i m .^
39 Owen Davis, I '.d  Like To Do I t  A gain , p . 131.
Owen Davis, The Detour (Boston: L i t t l e ,  Brown
and Company, 1922).
C urren t O pin ion , November 1921, re p o r te d  t h a t  
" c r i t i c s  as a u n i t  a re  applauding t h i s  Shubert 
p ro d u c tio n ,"  p . 603.
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The New York Times p r a is e d  i t  as a " th o u g h tfu l ,  human p lay  
f i l l e d  w ith  wisdom, k in d ly  humor, and knowledge of 
f o l k s . " 4  ^ In  th e  same a r t i c l e ,  Alexander W oollco tt  
d ec la red  t h a t  Davis had a t  l a s t  d isd a in ed  any re c o u rse  to 
"the  gaudy c o lo rs  and frayed  s t e n c i l s " 4** o f  h i s  o ld  work­
shop. The New York Telegram a s s e r te d  t h a t  th e  p lay w rig h t  
had renounced h i s  " f a c to ry " 44 w h ile  the  Tribune re c a n te d  
i t s  e a r l i e r  n e g a tiv e  a t t i t u d e  toward Davis, jo in in g  the 
o th e r  jo u rn a ls  i n  c o n g ra tu la t in g  the au th o r  f o r  h is  new
s te p  forw ard.
In  h i s  p e r so n a l  memoirs, Davis l a t e r  a s s e r t e d  t h a t  
The D etour, The Gambler of th e  West, and The Nervous Wreck 
were each, i n  t h e i r  unique ways, r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  h i s  
most s i g n i f i c a n t  work. Davis l a t e r  s a id  t h a t  a lthough  
Icebound (19 23) won a P u l i t z e r  P r iz e ,  The Detour was the 
s u p e r io r  p la y .  While i t  never made the p r o f i t  t h a t  some 
of h i s  o th e r  works d id ,  i t  earned  fo r  Davis th e  r e s p e c t  
o f  s e r io u s  th e a t r e g o e r s ,  th e  c r i t i c s ,  h i s  w ife ,  and p e r ­
haps most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  h im s e lf .  Although The Detour 
had a s h o r t  run ( f o r ty - e ig h t  p e rfo rm an ces) , i t  secu red  
re c o g n i t io n  as an im press ive  r e a l i s t i c  p la y ,  and gained
42 New York Times., 24 August 1921, VI, p .  12.
42 I b id .
44 Undated review  o f  The Detour, New York Telegram, 
c . 1921 (CF, LCTC).
45 Undated review  o f  The D etour, New York T ribune ,
c .  1921 (CF, LCTC).
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f o r  the  p lay w rig h t  a new k ind  o f  d i s t i n c t i o n .
The Detour opened in  New York a t  th e  A stor on 
23 August 1921. Davis had engaged the p o p u la r  A ugustin  
Duncan to  d i r e c t  as w e ll  as s t a r  a long w ith  E f f ie  Shannon 
( the  g i r l  w ith  " th e  C h r i s t ia n  Science sm ile "46) , W il la rd  
R obertson, and Minnie Dupree.4  ^ Davis co n s id e red  Duncan 
a g r e a t  a r t i s t  and re sp e c te d  h i s  s e n s i t i v e  and devoted 
work w ith  th e  s c r i p t .  In  f a c t ,  th e  e n t i r e  c a s t  a p p a ren tly  
succeeded in  d isco v e r in g  in  the  m a te r ia l  th e  e lem en ta l 
p re ju d ic e s ,  inward s t r u g g le s ,  and q u i e t  n o b i l i t y  o f  i t s  
c h a ra c te r s .  But fo r  the  c r i t i c s ,  Duncan f e l l  s h o r t  as a 
c o n t r ib u to r  to  the success o f  th e  p la y ;  h i s  a c t in g ,  they  
s a id ,  was f a u l t y ,  a lthough n o t  h i s  d i r e c t io n .  Neverthe­
l e s s ,  th e  o v e r a l l  r e c e p t io n  of The Detour was n o t  only 
p o s i t i v e ,  b u t  o f ten tim es  e x tra v a g a n t .
Kenneth Andrews, i n  review ing New Y ork 's e n t i r e  1921 
season , wrote i n  Bookman t h a t  th e  f i r s t  new p lay  o f  
genu inely  th o u g h tfu l  i n t e n t  had come, as he p u t  i t ,  from 
the  " t i r e l e s s "  ty p e w r ite r  of Owen D a v is .4® The p lay  was 
n o t  only h o n es t and th o u g h tfu l  in  i t s  pu rpose , b u t
46 L i f e , 15 September 1921, p .  18.
4? The work o f  Ms. Dupree was e x tra v a g a n t ly  p r a is e d  
by Ruth Osborne Ewan in  th e  New York Times 17 Ju lv  1921. 
VI, p . 1.
48 Kenneth Andrews, Bookman, October 1921, 
pp. 147-148.
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c o n s i s te n t ly  e x p e r t  in  i t s  c ra f tsm an sh ip . But th e  comment 
t h a t  must have s a t i s f i e d  th e  au tho r most concerned 
th e  c h a r a c t e r s . Andrews d esc r ib ed  them as "drawn w ith o u t 
h a s te ,  and w ith  a t h r i f t i n e s s  o f  d e t a i l  born o f a c c u ra te ,  
f a c i l e  te c h n iq u e ." 49 The p lay  met w ith  such favor t h a t  i t  
a t t a in e d  the  runner-up  p o s i t io n  in  th e  P u l i t z e r  P rize  com­
p e t i t i o n  fo r  1921.
y
The p l o t  l i n e  of The Detour i s  simply and c le a r ly  
focused. A woman, th e  w ife  o f  a Long Is la n d  farm er, 
reaches middle age ready to  r e b e l  a g a in s t  the  drudgery o f  
h e r  monotonous l i f e .  When th e  dreams she has fo r  the 
fu tu re  o f  h e r  o n ly * daughter as an a r t i s t  become thw arted , 
th e  s t o i c a l  m other, undaunted, looks to  h e r  unborn grand­
c h i ld .  Through D avis ' c a r e f u l  s e l e c t io n  o f the  p l o t ' s  
d e t a i l s ,  he t e l l s  a s to ry  and d e l in e a te s  c h a ra c te r  w ith ­
o u t  r e ly in g  h e a v i ly  on th e  elem ent o f  sp e c ta c le  which had 
been so p r e v a le n t  in  h i s  e a r l i e r  work. The s to ry  l i n e  
rev o lves  around th e  e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e re n c e s  among i t s  th re e  
p iv o ta l  f ig u re s :  Stephen Hardy, h i s  w ife  Helen, and Kate, 
t h e i r  d au g h te r .  D avis, choosing a unique, c i r c u l a r  p l o t  
p a t t e r n ,  allows Helen to  beg in  and end th e  p la y ,  indu lg ing  
in  i d e a l i s t i c  dreams o f  v ic a r io u s  escape from h e r  common­
p lace  environm ent, i n i t i a l l y  through Kate and, in  the 
f i n a l  moments, through th e  fu tu r e  g ra n d ch ild .  H elen 's
49 Kenneth Andrews, Bookman, October 1921. 
pp. 147-14 8.
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unwavering optim ism  in  th e  face o f  h arsh  r e a l i t i e s  con­
s t i t u t e s  th e  m ajor p a r t  o f the s to r y .  The iro n y  th a t  h e r 
. chosen method o f  escape (through K a te 's  assumed a r t i s t i c  
ta le n t )  shou ld  prove an unfounded "pipe dream" i n t e n s i f i e s  
th e  s tub b o rn  optim ism  and s tre n g th  o f  th e  c e n tr a l  
c h a ra c te r .
Stephen Hardy, though n o t a n ta g o n is t ic ,  by a s tead y  
accep tance o f l i f e ' s  r e a l i t i e s ,  i s  th e  nemesis to  H e len 's  
dream. But H e le n 's  fa n ta sy  i s  necessary  to  s u s ta in  her 
in  w hat she  views as a s t a t e  o f  s e rv itu d e  and d rudgery . 
Although she has g iven  up any dreams o f  b ro ad er h o rizo n s 
fo r  h e r s e l f ,  she c lin g s  te n a c io u s ly  to  them fo r  h e r  
d au g h te r. K ate , having in h e r i te d  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f h e r 
f a t h e r 's  more p r a c t i c a l ,  homely n a tu re ,  f a n ta s iz e s  on ly  
h a l f -h e a r te d ly  to  s a t i s f y  h e r  m other and humors H e len 's  
p ro sp e c ts  fo r  K a te 's  f u tu r e .  B ut K ate, a lread y  con­
s t r a in e d  by h e r  upb ring ing  in  r u r a l  Long I s la n d , imme­
d ia te ly  r e t r e a t s  when ch a llen g ed  in  h e r  e f f o r t s  to  t r a v e l  
to  New York to  study  a r t .  She does n o t sh a re  h e r  m o th e r 's  
am bitions fo r  h e r  s tro n g ly  enough to  s a c r i f i c e  h e r lo c a l  
sw ain and th e  s e c u r i ty  o f h e r  f a m il ia r  environm ent.
S u rp r is e , i n  th e  form o f the  u lt im a te  iro n y  o f  e x p e r t  
Dana LaMont’s adm ission  to  K a te 's  la c k  o f  t a l e n t ,  makes 
The Detour an e x c e l le n t  example o f  c l a s s i c  o rg a n iz a tio n  
and form . The r e v e r s a l  becomes the  theme o f th e  p la y .
When th e  c h a ra c te rs  r e tu rn  from t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  " d e to u r s ," 
they a re  ab le  to  p roceed  w ith  a new knowledge o f one
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an o th e r and im pulses toward renewed e f f o r t  in  su p p o rt o f 
t h e i r  v a rio u s  c h o ic e s . The c h a ra c te r s  o f  The Detour a re / 
in  f a c t ,  i t s  s t ro n g e s t  a s s e t ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  th e  m other, 
Helen Hardy. The f r u s t r a t in g  am bition  which b e s e ts  th e  
c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r  in  th i s  s c r i p t  p rov id ed  Davis w ith  an 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  de lve  in to  complex c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  in  a 
way w h ich 'he  had avoided in  the p a s t .  Mrs. H ardy 's 
beh av io r i s  c re d ib ly  c o n s is te n t  w ith  the p sy ch o lo g ica l 
makeup o f  such r e s t r a in e d  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ;  she and h e r 
fam ily  a re  s k i l l f u l l y  drawn p o r t r a i t s  which conv incing ly  
r e f l e c t  h e re d i ta ry  and env ironm ental in f lu e n c e s . I t  i s  in  
H e len 's  "unquenchable d e te rm in a tio n "  to  o u tw it environm ent 
and tran sc en d  h e r  c ircum stances t h a t  h e r  c h a ra c te r  
ach ieves co n s is ten cy  w ith  the  American s p i r i t  as Davis 
en v is io n s  i t .  She reco g n izes  th e  im portance o f  dreams, 
o f  hopes in  human endeavors. A dream which f a i l s  i s  
b e t t e r  than having  no dream a t  a l l .  She sa y s , " I 'd  r a th e r  
have one r e a l  dream than  be a m i l l io n a i r e .  N e ith e r h e r  
p o s i t io n  nor S tep h en 's  p r im itiv e  s tru g g le  w ith  th e  s o i l  
can be in te r p r e te d  as e n t i r e ly  r i g h t  o r  wrong. Both a re  
d e fe n s ib le  p o s i t io n s .
Tom Lane may seem a r a th e r  c o n tr iv e d  c h a ra c te r ,  b u t 
he se rv es  th e  dual purpose o f  p ro v id in g  Kate w ith  a reason  
fo r  s ta y in g  in  N o rth p o rt and in  g iv in g  Stephen h is
50 Owen D a v is , The D etour, A ct I I .
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p o te n t ia l  lan d  a l l i a n c e .  He i s  c a re fu l ly  drawn to  sug­
g e s t  a younger v e rs io n  o f  S tephen , and th e  f a c t  th a t  K ate, 
having in h e r i te d  much o f h e r  f a th e r 's  in o rd in a te ly  
p r a c t i c a l  n a tu re ,  chooses him, p ro v id es  th e  f i n a l  irony  
in  the d e fe a t  o f H e le n 's  in p ro b ab le  dream.
Although th e  c e n tr a l  f ig u re s  s ta n d  up w e ll under 
c r i t i c a l  s c ru t in y , the minor c h a ra c te r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  
W einstein  and h is  fo o l is h  son, f a l l  somewhat s h o r t  o f 
e x p e c ta tio n . Even though th e se  a re  a p t comic c h a ra c te r s ,  
they  seem removed from D avis ' theme and h is  s t a te d  in te n ­
t io n s .  They seem to  r e p re s e n t  throwbacks to  h is  e a r l i e r  
w r i t in g  and a t  tim es appear su p e rf lu o u s .
D avis' ap p a ren t i n a b i l i t y  to  keep th e  m oral s e n t i ­
ments mouthed by h is  c h a ra c te rs  from seeming o v e rly  
a r t i f i c i a l  sometimes weakens th e  s c r i p t  and r e c a l l s  h is  
f a c i l i t y  w ith  a m elodram atic tu rn  o f p h ra se . In s p i t e  o f 
t h i s ,  th e  c h a ra c te rs  d isp la y  an economy o f  d e t a i l  which 
had n o t been e v id e n t in  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  work b e fo re  
1921. At one tim e, Davis would p robab ly  have been tem pted 
to  send h is  Kate to  th e  "b ig  c i ty "  to  t r y  to  make good; 
h e r  r e tu r n  to  the  warm embrace o f h e r  r u r a l  h e a r th  would 
have p rov ided  an excuse fo r  se n tim e n ta l m o ra liz in g  about 
th e  m e rit  o f  a p a s to r a l  e x is te n c e . When he avoided th i s  
k ind  of p i t f a l l ,  he d isp lay ed  a s ig n i f i c a n t  s te p  toward 
m a tu rity .
Davis had been quo ted  in  1914 as seek ing  to  ach ieve 
th re e  im p o rtan t q u a l i t i e s  as a w r i te r :  more p a t ie n c e , a
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51deeper knowledge o f  human l i f e ,  and sim ple c l a r i t y .
With th e  c r e a t io n  o f th e  c h a ra c te rs  i n  The D etou r, he 
made s ig n i f i c a n t  advances in  a l l  o f  th e se  c a te g o r ie s .
He dem onstrated  p a tie n c e  in  h is  c a re fu l  p re p a ra tio n  o f 
the  s c r i p t ,  in c lu d in g  d e ta i le d  a t t e n t io n  to  h is  c h a ra c te r  
work. His i n t e r p r e ta t io n  o f  human l i f e  c re a te d  in  him 
th e  m a tu rity  which allow ed him th e  courage to  w r ite  abou t 
l iv e s  which w ere a p a r t  o f  h is  own p e rso n a l e x p e rie n c e . 
C la r i ty  was perhaps h is  prim ary  accom plishm ent w ith  The 
D etour. Each moment in  th e  d ia logue su p p o rts  e f f e c t iv e ly  
th e  o v e r a l l  p l o t ,  adhering  to  th e  cause and e f f e c t  p a t ­
te rn s  which were a ha llm ark  o f  a r e a l i s t i c  p lay w rig h t.
C ontrivance and v is u a l  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  a t  l a s t  f e l l  
in to  a p ro p e r p e r s p e c t iv e  fo r  Davis and he ac q u ried  the 
confidence to  allow  h is  c h a ra c te r s  to  u n fo ld  p a r a l l e l  
w ith  the  a c tio n  as he v is u a l iz e d  i t .  He a p p a re n tly  
en joyed  th e  new v is ta s  t h i s  opened up fo r  him. E x e rc is in g  
acu te  powers o f  s e l e c t i v i t y ,  Davis s i f t e d  and pruned h is  
r e c o l le c t io n s  o f th e  r u r a l  " fo lk s"  and t h e i r  concepts and 
v a lu e s , a r r iv in g  f i n a l l y  a t  th e  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  h is  
a r t i s t i c  i n s t i n c t s  were good and th a t  he could  n o t on ly  • 
t r u s t ,  b u t  draw f r e e ly  upon h is  u n u su a lly  f a c i l e  
s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  Davis grew e n th u s ia s t ic  about a llow ing  
p sy ch o lo g ica l v a lu es  l i k e  p e r s o n a l i ty  and m o tiv a tio n
51 New York T im es, 4 O ctober 1914, V I, p . 9 .
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become dom inant. This focus made h is  c h a ra c te rs  and 
h is  p lo t  elem ents s u c c e s s fu lly  combine w ith  th e  even ts  
i n  h is  p lay s  r e la te d  to  lo c a le  and c o n d itio n s . The 
t i t l e ,  The D etou r, i l lu m in a te s  n o t  on ly  the  p la y 's  theme, 
b u t d e sc rib e s  t h i s  s ta g e  in  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  own c a re e r .
He c o n c u rren tly  add ressed  h im se lf  to  the even ts  in  h is  
drama and to  h is  own d e p a rtu re  from the easy  road o f  the 
commercial f a re  w ith  which he had been so long a s s o c ia te d .
Even w ith in  the p la y , th e  word "de tou r" tak es  on 
s p e c ia l  meaning. For H elen, i t  r e q u ire s  d e f in i t io n :
K ate: I t  means a tu rn in g .
Dora: A nother way around to  g e t  to  the  
same p l a c e .32
When rem inded th a t  th e  road  i s  rough when a d e to u r 
i s  c a l ie d  f o r ,  Helen c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  responds, "Oh, 
w e ll ,  so long as a person  g e ts  where they want to  go, I 
guess a d e to u r d o n 't  m a tte r  m u c h ." ^
Dora LaMont ag rees  w ith  H e le n 's  im p lic a t io n s , b u t 
reminds h e r  th a t  h e r  i n t e r p r e ta t i o n  i s  v a l id  only  when the 
tu rn in g  takes you where you w ish to  go. The p o s s i b i l i t y  
• t h a t  i t  would n o t never o ccu rs  to  th e  o p t im is t ic  Helen 
Hardy. The d e to u r becomes d e f in a b le  in  the  p lay  only  from 
th e  p h ilo s o p h ic a l p e r sp e c tiv e  o f  th e  person  who enco u n te rs
C O^  Owen D avis, The D etour, Act I .
53 Ib id .
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i t .  S ince th e  m other i s  indom itab le  in  h e r am bition  fo r  
K ate, th i s  d e te rm in a tio n  s u s ta in s  h e r  in  what would 
o th erw ise  be a m eaningless e x is te n c e . For h e r  " th e  
de tou r"  i s  no t the  tu rn in g  from th e  confines o f  " th i s  
k itch en "  to  th e  o p p o r tu n it ie s  a ffo rd ed  in  New York, b u t 
r a th e r  a reassessm en t o f  the  d e s t in a t io n  w ith  the  fu tu re  
g ra n d c h ild  as th e  n ecessary  rep lacem ent fo r  Kate in  th e  
p la n . The "de tou r"  in  H e le n 's  dreams, which cannot be 
thw arted  by any o b s ta c le s  i s  sim ply th e  b r i e f  moment 
re q u ire d  to  r e e s ta b l i s h  th e  g o a ls . A fte r  the  tu rn in g , 
she w i l l  reap p ear on th e  ro ad , moving a f f irm a tiv e ly  in  
h e r  own d i r e c t io n .  She w i l l  a c c e p t no d e p a rtu re s  which 
m ight ca rry  h e r  o f f  th e  t ra c k  o u tl in e d  by h e r  v ic a r io u s  
am bition . The ev en ts  which r e s u l t  in  d e to u rs  fo r  the 
other c e n tr a l  f ig u re s  p u t  them back where they were when 
they s t a r t e d ,  each w ith  some p o s i t iv e  gains from h is  own 
v iew po in t. S tephen has h is  a d d i t io n a l  land  and a 
prom ising  so n -in -la w , and Kate has th e  s e c u r i ty  o f a 
husband and a home, a l l  she ev e r  r e a l ly  wanted fo r  h e r ­
s e l f .  Only Helen could  be co n sid ered  a lo s e r ,  b u t h e r 
s p i r i t  has re d e f in e d  the  d e fe a t  as a k ind  o f c ru c ib le  fo r  
t e s t in g  h e r  dream, j u s t  as h e r  own y o u th fu l d e c is io n  to  
spend h e r own sav ings on wedding th in g s  had p roved . She 
emerges s tro n g e r  than  e v e r  in  h e r  r e s o lu t io n  someday to  
escape .
I t  i s  i r o n ic  th a t  even in  th e  a re a  o f a r t ,  i t  i s  
Stephen who shows th e  most in s ig h t  and reco g n izes  in
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p r im itiv e  fa sh io n  what LaMont l a t e r  a ffirm s  r e l a t i v e  to  
K a te 's  la c k  o f  any r e a l  t a l e n t .  " I t  d o n 't  look j u s t  l ik e  
i t  was a l iv e ,  somehow, does i t ?  I t ' s  g ra s s , b u t i t  
a i n ' t  growing g ra s s ;  t h e r e 's  the  sp r in g  w heat, b u t you 
c a n 't  somehow th in k  o f i t s  e v e r  r ip e n in g , l ik e  wheat 
d o e s ." ^ 4 A lthough a l l  he can see in  the p a in tin g  i s  the 
lan d , he draws an unconscious, b u t a c c u ra te  p a r a l l e l  w ith  
h is  d a u g h te r 's  am b itio n s .
Tom, on th e  o th e r  hand, i s  a m ajor s te p  away from 
Stephen Hardy. He i s  a r u r a l  e n tre p re n e u r  and am bitious 
in  h is  way, n o t f o r  lan d , b u t  in  the w orld  o f  lo c a l  
b u s in e s s . His g a so lin e  b u s in e ss  w i l l  someday be su ccess­
f u l ,  and he w i l l  overcome the b r i e f  se tb ack  o f  th e  d e to u r, 
even though he would have proved the  most s e r io u s ly  
damaged had th e  o rd e r  fo r  th e  road  a l t e r a t i o n  n o t been 
changed. He i s  o b v io u sly  c u t from the same c lo th  as 
Stephen in  h is  l i f e ' s  v a lu e s . When Kate dec ides to  c a s t  
h e r  l o t  w ith  him , she recommits h e r s e l f  to  th e  very s o i l  
which h e r  m other views as im prison ing  h e r . Tom d isd a in s  
im ag in a tio n  and escapism  in  any form (he d e n ig ra te s  film s 
and books, ex cep t fo r  accoun t b o o k s). But in  s p i t e  o f 
t h i s ,  he p o ssesses  a k ind  o f e n e rg e t ic  d r iv e . His ambi­
t io n ,  dependent upon h is  lo v e  fo r  K ate, needs h e r  to 
rem ain a l iv e .  This re p re s e n ts  an approxim ation  o f a
54 Owen D a v is , The D etour, A ct I I I .
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dream fo r  Tom, and i t  appears w ith in  h is  re ach . He 
a n g r ily  reminds Kate th a t  w hatever H elen’s views and 
goa ls  may have been , they do n o t e q u a lly  apply  to  h e r .
He h as , o f  co u rse , stum bled upon the  e s s e n t i a l  e r r o r  in  
dreaming fo r  o th e r s — th e  sim ple f a c t  t h a t  s in c e  no two 
dreams e v e r c o in c id e , no goals e v e r  e x a c tly  m atch. Con­
v e rs e ly , Helen i s  w ise  enough to  sense  th e  th r e a t  o f  
Tom's i n t e r e s t  i n  K ate, even though she e r r s  when she 
m inimizes i t  in  h e r  own en thusiasm  a t  th e  p ro sp e c t o f 
f in a l ly  g a in in g  th e  rem ainder o f  th e  New York money. An 
open c o n f ro n ta tio n  between Helen and Tom near the end o f 
th e  f i r s t  a c t  s e t s  up th e  two pow erful fo rc e s  vying fo r  
K a te 's  a l le g ia n c e .  But Kate has a lre a d y  in d ic a te d  th a t  
she lacks th e  m o tiv a tio n  and s t r e n g th  p o ssessed  by h e r  
m other, and w i l l  f a l t e r  under even minimal p re s s u re .
Tom c r ie s  o u t  to  H elen, "Nobody's g o t a r i g h t  to  
s p o i l  a n o th e r p e r s o n 's  l i f e ! " 55 to  which Helen responds:
T h a t 's  why I  a i n ' t  going to  l e t  anybody s p o i l  
h e rs !  . . . Y outh 's a l l  s h e 's  g o t t h a t 's  f in e ,  
and you w ant to  tak e  i t  fo r  y o u rs e lf !  You want 
to  make h e r  s ta y  h e re  and do ugly th in g s , d i r ty  
th in g s  w ith  h e r  hands, a l l  day long—and I  want 
h e r  to  go where she  can be b ig ,  and f r e e —and 
use h e r  hands j u s t  to  make th in g s  t h a t 's  
b e a u t i f u l .56
55 Owen D avis, The D etour, A ct I I .
56 I b i d . , Act I .
110
But Tom u n d erstan d s K ate, even b e t t e r  than h e r 
m other does. A lthough he la c k s  im ag in a tio n , he a p p ra ise s  
h is  in ten d ed  w ife  as more l ik e  h e r  f a th e r  than l ik e  h e r 
m other, ” . . .  s low er th in k in ' l i k e  him and more s e t ,  
more c o n ten ted . S h e 's  q u ie te r  than you, b u t she a i n ' t  
so  s m a r t . "5 7 Perhaps aud iences today  would be o ffended  
by Tom's c h a u v in is t ic  a t t i t u d e s  concern ing  a "woman's 
p la c e ,"  b u t  h is  c h a ra c te r  i s  c r e d ib le ,  g iven  the  framework 
and lo c a le  o f  th e  p lay  in  i t s  r u s t i c  New England en v iro n ­
m ent. His s a c r i f i c e  in  say ing  he w i l l  l e t  Kate go even 
when he ho lds w ith in  h is  g rasp  the  ammunition w ith  which 
to  fo rc e  h e r  to  s ta y  (s in ce  he had a lre a d y  been s e r io u s ly  
c o u r tin g  K ate, an appeal to  h e r  f a th e r  would have ended 
a l l  d is c u s s io n  and Kate would have been co n sid ered  
b e tro th e d ) i s  perhaps h is  most adm irable a c tio n  in  th e  
l a s t  a c t .
K ate, on the  o th e r  hand, seems to  have l i t t l e  mind o f  
h e r  own. Her m other has unconsc iously  promoted th i s  con­
d i t io n .  At one p o in t ,  th e  daugh ter weakly co n c lu d es , 
concern ing  H e len 's  o v e r r id in g  am bition  fo r  h e r , "How can I  
h e lp  w anting  to  go where someone can teach  me to  be what 
s h e 's  so hungry fo r  me to  be?"**® But she proves h e r s e l f  
to  be in  no way d riv en  l ik e  h e r  m other. F urtherm ore, she 
does n o t sh a re  H e len 's  e lem en ta l f e a r  o f  becoming en slav ed
57 Owen D avis, The D etour, Act I I .
58 Ib id .
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by the land. Rather, she respects the soil and looks for­
ward to her involvement with i t  and her life with her 
future husband.
In f a ir n e s s  to  S tephen , he does f i n a l l y  g iven  Helen 
the  r i g h t  to  the  money she has so  s la v is h ly  c o l le c te d , b u t 
th i s  comes only  a f t e r  she has been reduced  to  c a l l in g  him 
a t h i e f  and he has determ ined to  throw h e r  o u t o f  h is  home. 
He argues t h a t  i f  Kate i s  to  leav e  a g a in s t  h is  w i l l  Helen 
i s  o b lig e d  to  go w ith  h e r .  When Helen weighs th e  a l t e r n a ­
t iv e s ,  she o b s t in a te ly  ag rees to  leav e  so t h a t  Kate may 
•have th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  fo llow  what Helen views as h e r  
l i f e ’s g o a l. A t th i s  p o in t ,  n ea r th e  end o f  th e  second 
a c t ,  as th e  women pack to  le a v e , Davis runs a c a lc u la te d  
r i s k  by r e s o r t in g  to  se n tim e n ta l melodrama once a g a in .
He chooses to  open h is  n e x t a c t  w ith  r u s t i c  comic r e l i e f  
t o t a l l y  re m in isc e n t o f  h is  o ld  p r a c t ic e .  The th i r d  a c t  
beg in s  w ith  Tom and Stephen d isc u s s in g  th e  c lim a c tic  
s i tu a t io n :
Tom: I t ' s  a s e r io u s  th in g  when a m an's
w ife  leav es  him.
S teve: . Yes.
Tom: I t ' s  aw ful when she takes a thousand
d o l la r s  w ith  h e r1 59
This k in d  o f  d ia lo g u e , along w ith  scenes d isp la y in g  
S tep h en 's  a b o r tiv e  a ttem p ts  a t  cooking fo r  h im se lf , i s
59 Owen D a v is , The D etour, A ct I I I .
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in d ic a t iv e  o f  D avis' e a r ly  work ( th e se  l in e s  could  have 
appeared  in  The C onfessions o f  a W ife ), b u t they se rv e  to  
l ig h te n  w hat m ight have been m audlin s e n t im e n ta l i ty .  Tom 
remarks to  S tephen as they d isc u ss  th e  problem , "I g o t to  
g iv e  you c r e d i t  fo r  one th in g ; ev e ry th in g  you say i s  
always t r u e ,  even i f  i t  a i n ' t  very  i n t e r e s t i n ' . This 
may r a i s e  s p e c tr e s  o f  e a r ly  ''humours1' comedy, b u t s in ce  
th e  d ie  has been c a s t  a t  t h i s  p o in t  in  th e  p lo t  and a l l  
th e  a n ta g o n is t ic  fo rc e s  a re  drawn to g e th e r  in  the  Hardy 
k itc h e n  aw a itin g  th e  imminent a r r i v a l  o f  a r t  e x p e r t  Dana 
LaMont, th e  d ig re s s io n  may se rv e  a d ram atic  purpose and 
r e l ie v e  te n s io n . The comedy, no m a tte r  how c o n tr iv e d  i t  
may seem, p ro v id es  a com fortab le  escape  v a lv e  fo r  o v er­
w rought audience e x p e c ta tio n s . One o th e r  m elodram atic 
la p se  o u ts id e  th e  a rea  o f comedy l i e s  i n  H elen 's  o v e rly  
se n tim e n ta l tre a tm e n t o f  the  rom an tic  so u v en irs  in  h e r 
tru n k , in c lu d in g  th e  ' 'p a in fu l ly  th in "  p a c k e t o f  love 
l e t t e r s  from h e r  c o u r tsh ip  days w ith  S tephen . This scene 
cu lm inates i n  h e r  t e a r f u l  adm ission  " I f  he wanted me, I 'd  
s ta y ,  j u s t  so long as h e 'd  l e t  you go."®^
L a te r , when Stephen p ro fe s se s  t h a t  i t  was H elen 's  
"b u sin ess"  to  know th a t  he loves h e r ,  a p le a s a n t  scene 
i s  e s ta b l is h e d  in v o lv in g  rem in iscences and h is  sh y , b u t 
adm iring acknowledgement o f  h e r  re d  d re s s .  We d isco v e r
60 Owen D avis, The D etour, A ct I I I .
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t h a t  h is  images of h is  w ife  had n ev er been le s s  in  term s 
o f  beau ty  than  when they had m et. Her in te r p r e ta t io n  
o f  h is  love was th e  on ly  th in g  t h a t  had a l te r e d .
When LaMont d e c la re s  t h a t  K a te 's  p a in t in g  lacks 
a r t i s t i c  p o t e n t i a l  and th a t  a ttem p tin g  a p ro fe s s io n a l  
c a re e r  would be fo o lh ard y  fo r  h e r ,  a m ajor clim ax o cc u rs . 
K ate, c ru sh ed , tu rn s  im m ediately  to  Tom. In  a f in e  
i r o n ic  tw is t ,  Davis has Tom's dilemma e s ta b l is h e d  in  
such a manner th a t  on ly  Kate and th e  use o f  h e r  money 
can save him from ru in .  Although th i s  s u p e r f i c ia l ly  
a lso  r in g s  o f  th e  melodrama, i t  works e f f e c t iv e ly  in  
s e t t in g  up K a te 's  cho ice to  g iv e  th e  money, n o t to  Tom 
d i r e c t ly ,  b u t to  h e r  f a th e r .  He, in  tu rn , i s  a b le  to  
use i t  to  buy th e  land  he w an ts, much to  the  s a t i s f a c t io n  
o f  everyone b u t  H elen. Tom says to  h e r ,  "Everybody w i l l  
have what th e y 'v e  a l l e r s  w anted; nobody w i l l  lo s e  n o th in ' 
a t  a l l ,  u n le ss  maybe i t ' s  you, and a l l  y o u 'l l  lo se  i s  
j u s t  a dream . ^
J u s t  a dream. But H e len 's  in v estm en t in  h e r  dream 
i s  f a r  from l o s t .  When Stephen g ives h e r  the egg money 
a t  th e  co n c lu sio n  o f th e  p la y , she en v is io n s  th e  new l i f e  
th a t  w i l l  sp r in g  from h e r  d a u g h te r 's  m arriage to  Tom. 
Helen i s  ag a in  a t  one w ith  th e  p o s i t iv e  fo rc e  o f  l i f e ' s  
c o n tin u i ty , and th e  p lay  i s  allow ed to  come f u l l  c i r c l e ,
62 Owen D a v is , The D etour, A ct I I I .
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and " l i f e  s o r t  o f keeps g o i n ' o n  fo re v e r , d o n 't  it?"®'*
The d ic t io n  in  The D etour complements th e  o th e r  e le ­
m ents. S ince Davis knew f i r s th a n d  th e se  k inds o f peop le 
and had v iv id  images o f the environm ent in  h is  mind when 
he began w r i t in g ,  h is  s e n s i b i l i t y  enab led  him to  ca p tu re  
the  cadences o f  t h e i r  speech , t h e i r  c o l lo q u ia l  ex p re ss io n , 
and homely p h raseo lo g y . The language g iven  each c h a ra c te r  
su p p o rts  the  main theme o f confinem ent by th e  s o i l .  His 
m etaphors, e s p e c ia l ly  in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  s o i l ,  a re  appro­
p r i a t e  to  th e  environm ent and to  th e  e a r th y  p h ilo so p h ie s  
o f th e  c h a ra c te r s .
In  The D etou r, Davis re le g a te d  s p e c ta c le  to  th e  l e a s t  
s ig n i f i c a n t  a sp e c t o f the  p la y . This was t ru e  to  such a 
degree t h a t  he would f in d  i t  n ecessa ry  to  p u l l  back in  the  
o th e r  d i r e c t io n  in  o rd e r to  p u t th e  v is u a l  in to  p roper p e r1 
sp e c tiv e  in  h is  more s u c c e s s fu l  Icebound. In The D etour, 
he c o n sc ie n tio u s ly  de-em phasized s p e c ta c le  in  o rd e r to  
develop p lo t  and c h a ra c te r  more f u l l y .  The p layw righ t 
l a t e r  adm itted  t h a t  he had co n sc io u s ly  undertaken to  p ro ­
duce a k ind  o f  p la y  which would tak e  th e  th e a t r e  w orld by 
s u r p r i s e .  He s a id  t h a t  he "co n sc io u sly  went to  work to  
w rite  a p lay  which would d is d a in  to  r e s o r t  to  t r i c k s  o f 
the  s ta g e —which would t e l l  a r e le n t l e s s  t a l e  o f narrow
63 Owen D a v is , The D etour, A ct I I I .
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fi de x is te n c e  s t ru g g l in g  to  s e t  i t s e l f  f r e e . ” His work w ith  
th i s  m an u scrip t, beyond i t s  obvious deb t to  th e  e a r ly  work 
o f  Eugene O 'N e ill  ( s p e c i f ic a l ly  Beyond th e  H orizon) , has 
been compared w ith  th e  e a r l i e r  r e a l i s t i c  p lay s  o f James A. 
Herne, such as M argaret Flem ing (189 0) and Shore Acres 
(1892).
A lexander W o o llco tt, who had seen many o f D avis ' p re ­
v ious p la y s , saw in  t h i s  drama ev idence th a t  Davis was
c  5" tu rn in g  over a new l e a f . "  A lthough he p ra is e d  th e  work, 
W oollco tt a ls o  p e rc e iv e d  th e  m achinery underp inn ing  th e  
s c r i p t  and drew a t t e n t io n  to  the f a c t  th a t  D avis' d e p a rtu re  
from h is  o ld  p r a c t ic e ,  a lthough  adm irab le , was n o t com­
p le t e .  A re ad in g  o f  th i s  p lay  makes i t  c le a r  th a t  
W o o llco tt was c o r r e c t  and th a t  c o n tr iv a n c e , however so p h is­
t i c a t e d  i t  may have become, rem ained an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f 
th e  work o f Owen Davis e a r ly  in  th e  1920's .
Davis d e c la re d  th a t  th e  a r t i s t i c  success o f  The Detour 
had s t i l l  f a i l e d  to  s a t i s f y  in p u lse s  which con tinued  to  
u rge him to  h ig h e r  achievem ent. He s a id ,  "Realism  such 
as I  a t ta in e d  in  The D etour i s  n o t th e  whole end o f  a r t .  
There i s  som ething more fo r  th e  a r t i s t  to  a tte m p t. You 
may say th a t  in  my p lay  th e re  i s  a su g g es tio n  o f a golden
64 M ontrose J .  Moses, "The Metamorphosis o f  Owen 
D av is ,"  T h e a tre , May 1922, p . 300.
65 A lexander W o o llco tt, New York Tim es, 2 4 August 
1921, VI, p . 12.
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s tra n d  o f hope."**®
B ut, s t ru g g le  a g a in s t  a h o s t i l e  environm ent was n o t 
to  c o n s t i tu te  th e  h e a r t  o f th e  k ind  o f  re a lism  th a t  Davis 
hoped to  w r i te .  U nlike much o f  OrN e i l l  o r  th e  R ussian  
and C o n tin e n ta l m odels, Davis was beg in n in g  a l i f e t im e  
crusade to  w r ite  a s im u ltan eo u sly  r e a l i s t i c ,  y e t  o p t im is t ic  
p la y . He viewed s p i r i t u a l  e x a l t a t io n  as a prim e elem ent 
in  American p la y w r itin g , and he e a rn e s t ly  s tro v e  fo r  a 
dem onstra tion  o f  th i s  prem ise in  h is  work. Perhaps i t  
was h is  c o n sc ie n tio u s  e f f o r t  in  th i s  d i r e c t io n  th a t  
e v e n tu a lly  p rev en ted  him from a t t a in in g  g r e a te r  c r i t i c a l  
acclaim  in  th e  l a t e r  s ta g e s  o f  h is  c a re e r .  Perhaps h i s  
own o p t im is t ic  s p i r i t  had made o b lig a to ry  th e  happy ending 
which could  c o r ru p t  the ho n esty  o f  a work p ro fe s s in g  to  
be t o t a l l y  r e a l i s t i c .
Many c r i t i c s  o f  The D etour a t ta c k  i t  as a l i f e l e s s  
k in d  of warm-up o r  t r i a l  run (an " in c e n tiv e "  m anuscrip t) 
p re p a ra to ry  to  Icebound, h i s  P u l i t z e r  P r iz e  w inning work 
o f 1923. But Davis h im se lf , even in  th e  l a t e r  y ea rs  o f  
h is  c a re e r ,  ex p ressed  a s tro n g  p re fe re n c e  fo r  th e  e a r l i e r  
work over Icebound as h is  b e s t  e f f o r t  in  th e  new psycho­
lo g ic a l  re a lism  dom inant in  th e  U nited S ta te s  in  th e  
1 9 2 0 's . For D avis, th e  p l a y 's  u l t im a te  optim ism  and i t s  
confidence in  l i f e ' s  c o n t in u i ty  as a p o s i t iv e  fo rce  a re
66 Montrose J .  Moses, "The M etamorphosis o f  Owen
D av is ,"  T h e a tre , May 1922, p . 300.
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s i g n i f i c a n t  a ch ievem en ts.
But Davis fe a red  t h a t  th e  r e a l i s t i c  s ty l e  which he
employed in  The Detour m ight le a d  to  an unconscionable
k ind  o f pessim ism . A r t i s t i c a l l y ,  he had proved th a t  he
co u ld , w ith o u t t r ic k e r y ,  w r i te  abou t th e  grim  r e a l i t i e s
o f  l i f e ,  b u t he p re fe re d  to  c r e a te  a drama which p ro v id ed ,
6 7" th a t  broad  band o f s p i r i t u a l  e x a l t a t i o n ."  He now f e l t
th e  im pulse to  em phasize in  h is  a r t  the  p o s i t iv e  id e a ls
upon which h is  own l i f e s t y l e  was p re d ic a te d . He wanted
h is  aud iences to  leave  th e  th e a t r e  n o t on ly  " in t e l l e c tu a l ly
e n te r ta in e d ,  b u t  s p i r i t u a l l y  g lo r i f ie d ." * ’®
Now th a t  he had, as W o o llco tt had re p o r te d , "shaken
69re c o u rse  to  th e  gaudy c o lo rs  and fra y e d  s t e n c i l s "  o f h is
o ld  workshop, th e  c r i t i c s  and p u b lic  a l ik e  wondered w hat ■
k ind  o f m anuscrip t would fo llow  The D etour. The
jo u r n a l i s t s  who had been so s tro n g  in  t h e i r  p r a is e  fo r
D avis ' study  saw h is  fo u r p la y s  o f  th e  1922 season  as
unworthy o f  th e  prom ise shown in  t h e i r  p re d e c e sso r . Up
70th e  Ladder, The Bronx E x p ress , Dreams F or S a le , and an 
a d a p ta tio n  o f th e  C apek's The In s e c t  Comedy c a l le d  The
87 M ontrose J .  Moses, "The M etamorphosis o f  Owen 
D av is ,"  T h e a tre , May 1922, p . 300.
68 I b id .
69 A lexander W o o llco tt, The New York Times, 2 4 August 
1922, VI, p . 12.
70 Owen D avis, "The Bronx E x p re ss ,"  1922 (UM, LCTC).
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71World We Live In had re s p e c ta b le  runs in  New York, b u t 
to  most re sp o n d en ts , they  seemed an u n fo rtu n a te  r e v e r s a l  
to  h is  e a r l i e r  "form ula" approach to  p la y w r it in g .
The f i r s t  o f  th e s e , Up the  Ladder, opened on 6 March
a t  The P layhouse. W oollco tt term ed th e  new work, "b lu n t 
72and crude" a lthough  he was more generous in  h is  a s s e s s ­
ment o f  W illiam  A. B rad y 's  m ounting o f  the  p ro d u c tio n  and 
the  e f f o r t s  o f th e  " f in e "  c a s t  in  a s c r i p t  which was s u f ­
f i c i e n t l y  c o n tro v e rs ia l  to  o ffen d  some c i v i l  a u th o r i t i e s .  
Although Up the Ladder ran  fo r  over one hundred p e r ­
form ances, c r i t i c s  viewed i t  as m erely an o th e r melodrama, 
and D avis' a r t i s t r y  was once ag a in  c a l le d  to  ta s k .
N e ith e r d id  h is  second new e f f o r t  enhance h i s  p o s i­
t io n  a r t i s t i c a l l y .  In  A p r i l ,  he adap ted  a Y iddish  manu­
s c r i p t  by O ssip Dymov, which he c a l le d  Dreams For S a le , 
and engaged C harles Coburn and h is  w ife  to  produce and 
s t a r  in  i t .  A fa n ta sy  in v o lv in g  l iv in g  subway p la c a rd s , 
i t  in c lu d ed  such u n lik e ly  c h a ra c te rs  as Aunt Jemima and 
th e  Smith B ro th e rs . I t s  te n u re  a t  th e  A stro  was 
m e rc ifu lly  s h o r t .  W o o llco tt c a l le d  i t  " i n f a n t i l e " 73 and
7^ Owen D avis, The World We Live In (New York:
Samuel F rench, 1933). This p lay  was co p y rig h ted  
e a r l i e r  (1922) to  W illiam  A. Brady as The In s e c t  Comedy.
7^ A lexander W o o llco tt, New York Times, 7 March 1922, 
p . 11.
73 New York T im es, 14 September 1922, p . 24 .
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su g g ested  th a t  i t  was perhaps th e  w o rs t work th a t  Davis 
had produced s in c e  h is  d ram atic  b reak through  in to  s e r io u s  
w r i t in g  c i r c l e s .  The on ly  redeem ing f e a tu re  o f th e  produc­
t io n  was the o u ts ta n d in g  a c tin g  o f  newcomer Helen Gahagan. . 
Beyond t h i s ,  Dreams For S a le  was th e  f ia s c o  o f the  y e a r .
For h is  a d a p ta tio n  o f  K arel and Jo se f  C apek's The 
In s e c t  Comedy, Davis secu red  th e  back ing  o f  W illiam  A.
Brady once again  and p rep a red  an e x tra v a g a n t p ro d u c tio n .
But the p ie c e  f e l l  s h o r t  o f c r i t i c a l  e x p e c ta tio n s .
Although enhanced by c o n tr ib u tio n s  o f  p o e try  from Louis 
Untermeyer and s p e c ta c u la r  s e t t in g s  by Lee Simonson, th i s  
"bug-eyed view o f  th e  human r a c e " 7** proved too p e s s im is t ic  
fo r  Davis com fortab ly  to  r e l a t e  to  o r g e n e ra lly  too 
d e s p a ir in g  o f  th e  human c o n d itio n  fo r  most v iew ers. 
G rudgingly g iven  some a t t e n t io n  as a novel v e n tu re , th e  
p la y  d id  l i t t l e  to  re g a in  any c r i t i c a l  su p p o rt fo r  D avis, 
who, acco rd ing  to  John Corbin in  th e  New York Times, had 
" l i b e l l e d  the  i n s e c t s . " 7^
In  1922 Davis became a c t iv e ly  in v o lv ed  in  m etro­
p o l i ta n  p o l i t i c s  fo r  th e  f i r s t  time when he cha llenged  
the  power s t r u c tu r e  o f  c i ty  government in  New York on the  
p r in c ip le s  o f ce n so rsh ip  and a r t i s t i c  autonomy. Davis 
contended th a t  c r e a t iv e  a r t i s t s  l i k e  p lay w rig h ts  could  
and should  censo r them selves. As a r e s u l t  o f  h is
7  ^ New York Times, 1 November 1922, p . 16. 
75 Ib id .
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outspoken view s, th e  famous "play  ju r ie s "  c o n tro v e rs ie s  
began and con tinued  to  appear in  th e  e n te r ta in m e n t pages 
in  M anhattan fo r  many months. D avis' a t t e n t io n  to  th e se  
debates ty p i f ie d  h is  e n e rg e t ic  and zealous e f f o r t s  on 
b e h a lf  o f fe llo w  au th o rs  and o th e r  a r t i s t s  o f  th e  
t h e a t r e . ^
Meanwhile, many jo u r n a l i s t s  rem ained u n w illin g  to  
g ra n t  Davis re c o g n itio n  as any th ing  b u t  an a r t i s t  s tu d i ­
ously  im ita t in g  th e  work o f O 'N e ill . They viewed The 
Detour as a minor work and a once in  a l i f e t im e  e f f o r t .  
Once more, th e  p o e t ic  v is io n  o f Owen Davis was c a l le d  
to  q u e s tio n .
At th e  same tim e , Davis was o b se rv in g  th a t  w ith  th e  
d ra in in g  away o f  le s s  d is c r im in a tin g  th e a t r e  p a tro n s  by 
th e  p o pu lar e n te r ta in m e n t o ffe re d  by th e  movies and th e  
p o te n t i a l  in  ra d io  drama, a new k ind  o f th e a t r e  audience 
was em erging. J u s t  as w r i te r s  in  p rev io u s y ea rs  had been 
re q u ire d  to  ab ide by c e r ta in  f ix ed  co n v en tio n s , Davis 
watched su c c e s s fu l p lay w rig h ts  o f th e  1920 's  b reak in g  
away from them. D avis ' awareness o f th e  t h e a t r e 's  new 
d ir e c t io n s  and h is  sen se  o f  audience needs le d  him to  h is  
n e x t m ajor work. Again c a s tin g  a s id e  h is  dependence on 
p rev io u s proven techn iques and fo rm ulae , Davis b o ld ly
These deba tes w i l l  be examined in  th e  f i n a l  
c h a p te r  o f th i s  s tu d y .
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began w r i t in g  a second r e a l i s t i c  p lay  based  on a 
sympathy born o f  k in sh ip  to  h is  s tu rd y  Maine fo re ­
b e a re r s .  By 1923, Icebound was ready fo r  p ro d u c tio n . 
With th i s  p lay  came a n o th e r g ia n t  s t r i d e  forw ard in  
the  d i r e c t io n  o f  a r t i s t i c  f u l f i l lm e n t  fo r  p lay w rig h t 
Owen D avis.
C hapter I I I  
The M atu rity  o f Owen D avis, 1923-1936 
Prom Icebound to  Ethan Frome
Something m ighty, l ik e  a m ira c le , took p lace  
l a s t  n ig h t  a t  F o rd 's  when th e  p lay w rig h t 
re sp o n s ib le  fo r  N e l l ie , th e  B e a u tifu l  Cloak 
Model tu rn ed  o u t an American p lay  t h a t  would 
do c r e d i t  to  a Eugene O 'N e ill  w ith  a sen se  o f 
humor— i f  you can im agine such a th in g .
The m a jo rity  o f  c r i t i c s  agree t h a t  Icebound re p re ­
s e n ts  Owen D avis ' consummate achievem ent in  th e  f i e l d  o f 
2p la y w r itin g . John F a r r a r ,  w r i t in g  in  Bookman, c a l le d  i t  
"one o f th e  f i n e s t  p lay s  ev e r w r i t te n  by an A m erican ."3 
Alan Dale in  th e  American su g g ested  th a t  Icebound shou ld  
be s e le c te d  as a r e p re s e n ta t iv e  American r e a l i s t i c  p lay  to  
send to  R ussia  in  r e tu rn  f o r  th e  c e le b ra te d  v i s i t  o f  
S ta n is la v s k y 's  Moscow A rt T hea tre  e a r l i e r  in  th e  seaso n .^
1 The New York Times, 21 January  192 3, V II, p . 1.
2 Owen D avis, Icebound (Boston: L i t t l e ,  Brown and 
C o ., 1923).
3 John F a r r a r ,  Bookman, Septem ber 1923, p . 59.
4 An undated  a r t i c l e  by Alan Dale in  The American 
(c . 1923) (CF, LCTC).
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Icebound had found i t s  p ro d u c tio n  in  a s tra n g e  manner. 
Davis decided  to  subm it the m anuscrip t s im u ltan eo u sly  to  
th re e  p ro d u c e rs , Edgar Selwyn, A. H. Woods, and Sam H. 
H a r r is .  I r o n ic a l ly ,  a l l  th re e  prom ptly accep ted  the 
s c r i p t .  B ut s in c e  H a rris  was q u ic k e s t  to  respond , h is  
o rg a n iz a tio n  gained  p ro d u c tio n  r ig h t s  to  w hat would become 
th a t  y e a r 's  P u l i t z e r  P rize  drama. The P u litz e r -  c i t a t i o n  
d e sc rib e d  th e  p lay  as " the  b e s t  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f  th e  edu­
c a t io n a l  v a lu e  and power o f th e  s ta g e  in  r a is in g  th e  
s tan d a rd  o f good m ora ls , good t a s t e ,  and good m anners."^ 
This d e f in i t io n  must n o t on ly  have p le a se d  D avis, b u t 
have re in fo rc e d  h is  confidence in  h im se lf  as an a r t i s t .
Icebound opened on 10 February  192 3 a t  th e  Sam H a rris  
T h ea tre  and ran  fo r  170 perfo rm ances. The contem porary 
review s were mixed, w ith  John C orbin o f th e  New York Times 
and Kennedy MacGowan o f The Globe jo in in g  th e  c r i t i c s  o f  
'.the Evening W orld, th e  Evening Sun, and .the Morning T ele­
graph in  a warm re c e p tio n ; some, l i k e  A lexander W oo llco tt 
and Percy Hammond, rem ained l e s s  e n th u s ia s t i c ,  though 
s t i l l  a f f i rm a t iv e ,  in  t h e i r  su p p o rt. H is to r ia n s  now 
reco g n ize  i t ,  along w ith  the  work o f  O 'N e i l l ,  as re p re ­
s e n ta t iv e  o f  New Realism  in  the  U nited S ta te s .
The p l o t ,  re v o lv in g  around th e  grim e f f e c t s  o f  
P u r i ta n ic a l  a t t i tu d e s  on a " h a rd -b it te n "  New England
5 C urrent O pin ion , J u ly  192 3 , p . 49.
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fam ily , dem onstrates themes o f  em otional re p re s s io n  and 
f r i g i d i t y .  The Jordans a re  as narrow  and u n fo rg iv in g  as 
the su rround ings in  which they  a re  p la c e d .
In h is  Foreword to  Icebound, Davis w rote o f  h is  
in te n t io n s :
With th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  The D etour, abou t a y ea r 
ago, I  managed to  secu re  some measure o f  success 
in  draw ing a sim ple p ic tu r e  o f  l i f e  as i t  i s  
l iv e d  on a Long Is la n d  farm; endouraged by t h i s ,  
I  am now tu rn in g  tow ard my own p eo p le , the  
peop le  o f  n o rth e rn  New England, whose f o lk lo r e ,  
up to  the  p re se n t tim e , has been q u i te  n e g le c te d  
in  our th e a t r e .  I  mean, o f  co u rse , t h a t  few 
se r io u s  a ttem p ts  have been made in  the  d i r e c t io n  
o f a genre comedy o f t h i s  l o c a l i t y .  Here I  have 
a t  l e a s t  t r i e d  to  draw a t ru e  p ic tu r e  o f  th e se  
p eo p le , and I  am o f  t h e i r  b lo o d , born  o f genera­
tio n s  o f N orthern  Maine, sm all-tow n fo lk ,  and 
b rough t up among them. In  my memory o f  them i s  
l i t t l e  o f  th e  "Rube" c a r ic a tu r e  o f  th e  conven­
t io n a l  th e a tre ?  they  a re  n e i th e r  buffoons nor 
s e n t im e n ta l i s ts ,  and a t  l e a s t  n e i th e r  t h e i r  
f a u l t s  nor t h e i r  v i r tu e s  a re  borrowed from th e  
m eltin g  p o t b u t a re  th e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  
own h e r i ta g e  and environm ent.®
This s ta te m e n t c le a r ly  dem onstra tes D avis ' f a m i l ia r i ty  
w ith  th e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  approach to  p la y w r it in g  and re v e a ls  
an i n t e r e s t  in  p e rp e tu a tin g  the  " fo lk "  h e r i ta g e  o f  h is  home 
a re a .
The p lo t  p re se n ts  th e  Jordan  fa m ily , g a th e red  in  
V eazie , Maine fo r  the  purpose o f  w atch ing  o v er th e  death  
o f  r ic h  o ld  Grandmother Jo rdan . The assem blage in c lu d e s
® Owen D a v is , Icebound, Foreword.
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Emma, w ife  o f  Henry, who i s  one o f th e  two sons o f  Grand­
mother Jordan ; N e t t ie ,  daug h te r o f Emma by a form er mar­
r ia g e ;  S ad ie , a widow, s i s t e r  o f Henry; E l la ,  an o ld  m aid, 
an o th e r s i s t e r  o f Henry; O rin , th e  te n -y e a r -o ld  son of 
S ad ie; Jane Crosby, a d i s t a n t  cou sin  o f th e  Jo rdans and 
th e  h ero in e  o f th e  p la y ; l a t e r ,  th e  n e 'e r -d o -w e ll  younger 
b ro th e r  o f  Henry, Ben, i s  in tro d u c e d .
The m a tria rch  u n derstands h e r  fam ily  on ly  too  w e ll : .
" [They a re ] w a itin g  fo r  me to  d ie ,  l i k e  c a r r io n  crows 
around a s ic k  cow in  a p as tu re ., w a tch in 1 t i l l  th e  l a s t  
tw itc h  o f l i f e  b e fo re  they  p o u n ce ."7 As th e  p l o t  u n fo ld s , 
th e  c lan  members re v e a l  them selves as c o ld , u n fe e lin g , 
and uniform ly  greedy . Only Ben, th e  o u tc a s t  w ith  an 
in d ic tm en t fo r  arson  hanging ov er him, seems to  p o ssess  
any m easurable c h a ra c te r  d if fe re n c e s  from th e  o th e r  mem­
b e rs  o f h is  fam ily . He i s  a b le  to  be p re s e n t  fo r  th e  
read in g  o f the w i l l  because he had escaped  a r r e s t  
tem p o ra rily  by being  two y ea rs  in  th e  army in  F rance .
His appearance c re a te s  a d is tu rb a n c e  among th e  c lan  mem­
b e rs  u n t i l  the news i s  b ro u g h t th a t  Grandmother Jo rdan  
i s  dead.
When th e  fam ily  d isc o v e rs  t h a t  th e  w i l l  leav es  every ­
th in g  to  Jane Crosby, they  a re  enraged . A f te r  b i t t e r  
d eb a te , Jane takes p o sse ss io n  o f h e r  in h e r i ta n c e  and
7 Owen D a v is , Icebound, A ct I .
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im m ediately a id s  Ben by s tan d in g  b a i l  fo r  him in  r e tu rn  
fo r  h is  a id  on th e  farm . As tim e p a s s e s , b i t t e r n e s s  
w ith in  the  Jordan  fam ily  in c re a s e s  as they  t r y  to  borrow 
from Jane and r id i c u le  Ben as "Jane C rosby 's  w h ite  s la v e ."  
Jane has p re d ic ta b ly  f a l l e n  in  love w ith  Ben, b u t  through 
a s e r i e s  o f m isunderstand ings has come to  th e  co n c lu sio n  
th a t  he loves N e t t ie .  In  a fam ily  m eeting , Jane read s 
an o th e r l e t t e r  from th e  dead m a tria rc h  which in d ic a te s  th e  
o ld  woman's d e s ire  th a t  Jane reform  Ben to  ready him fo r  
acceptance o f th e  in h e r i ta n c e , which she ap p a ren tly  had 
in ten d ed  fo r  him a l l  o f th e  tim e. Jane t r a n s f e r s  th e  
p ro p e rty  to  Ben. A fte r  a s h o r t  tim e, Ben suddenly d is ­
covers what had been tru e  a l l  along  w ith o u t h is  knowing 
i t ,  th a t  he i s  in  love w ith  Jan e . He begs h e r  to  rem ain 
w ith  him; he cannot run th e  farm w ith o u t h e r . She ag rees  
and the  p lay  ends.
In  Icebound, Davis a llow s h is  peop le  to  develop dimen­
s io n  through c re d ib le  in c id e n ts .  Even w ith  i t s  obvious 
debts to  O 'N e il l ,  th e  s c r i p t ' s  s k i l l f u l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f 
Henry, E l la ,  and the  o th e r  Jordans (w ith t h e i r  in h e re n t  
p o te n t i a l  fo r  v ic io u s  b eh a v io r, when c o n tra s te d  w ith  the  
f o r th r ig h t  p o r t r a i t s  o f  Ben and Jane C rosby), r e f l e c t s  a 
p lay w rig h t s t i l l  experim enting  and t e s t in g  new ground 
w ith  each new m an u sc rip t, y e t  g a in in g  confidence w ith  each 
new e f f o r t .  In  ju x tap o s in g  th e se  c h a ra c te rs  in  Icebound, 
Davis dem onstrates a more s u b tle  and s e n s i t iv e  a r t i s t r y  
than in  any o f  h is  p rev io u s  work. That such peop le  w ere
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a p a r t  o f h i s  background, t h a t  he tinderstood t h e i r  makeup 
th e  p lay  dem on stra tes . This newfound empathy in  ch a rac ­
t e r i z a t i o n  had been h in te d  a t  in  The D etour, b u t i t  
becomes rem arkably expanded in  t h i s  s c r i p t .
Icebound re a ff irm e d  D avis' b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  t h e a t r e 's  
g r e a te s t  s t r e n g th  re s id e s  in  i t s  v is u a l  im pact. He became 
c e r ta in  t h a t  h is  power as a p lay w rig h t could  b e s t  be 
dem onstrated  when he u t i l i z e d  th e  v is u a l  in  com bination 
w ith  keen c h a ra c te r  developm ent.
S ev era l c r i t i c s  d id  f a u l t  th e  p la y . For exam ple,
L ife  in s i s te d  t h a t  i t  was the  a c tin g  which made th e  p la y ,
gd e sc r ib in g  the  book as m erely s e rv ic e a b le .  Another s a id  
th a t  the  p lay  was sim ply n o t in t e r e s t in g ,  th a t  n o th in g  
happened. John F a r ra r  accused Davis of having le a rn e d  too  
much from s ta g e  experience  and too  l i t t l e  from l i f e .  Thus 
fo r  him, Icebound s a c r i f i c e d  s in c e r i ty  of purpose fo r  
t h e a t r i c a l  e f f e c t iv e n e s s .  F a r r a r  g ran ted  a com parison to  
O 'N e ill  and s p e c i f i c a l ly  to  Beyond th e  H orizon, b u t saw 
th e  p lay w rig h ts  as s im ila r  on ly  in  t h e i r  hand ling  o f  f a i t h -
Q
f u l  re g io n a l d ia lo g u e  and mood p a in t in g .
When the  P u l i t z e r  com m ittee awarded i t s  p r iz e  in  May, 
1923, a storm  o f co n tro v e rsy  surrounded  i t .  Icebound won 
over p lay s  l ik e  Elmer R ic e 's  The Adding Machine and
® L ife , 1 March 1923, p . 81.
9 John F a r ra r ,  Bookman, May 1923, pp. 317-318.
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Som erset Maughm's R ain , each  o f which had s tro n g  su p p o rt 
among New Y ork 's p ro fe s s io n a l  c r i t i c s .  The newspapers and 
jo u rn a ls  debated  the  award fo r  months a f te rw a rd . Davis 
was n o t i f ie d  o f h is  award by a vo ice  from h is  " lu r id "  p a s t  
when h is  "melodrama fa c to ry "  p a r tn e r  A1 Woods rang him up 
w ith  th e  words, " L is te n , sw e e th e a rt, who do you th in k  cops 
th e  P u l i tz e r  P r iz e  t h i s  y ea r?  You'd never guess—n e i th e r  
would I — a guy to ld  me—i t ' s  you."^®
W oollco tt and Percy Hammond were perhaps th e  most o u t­
raged  of th e  d is s e n t in g  c r i t i c s  when Icebound was s e le c te d  
fo r  th e  p r iz e .  This was p a r t i a l l y  because they  each p e r ­
s o n a l ly  favo red  o th e r  p la y s , b u t t h e i r  in o rd in a te  anger a t  
th e  committee (composed o f Lyon P help s, C lay ton  H am ilton, 
and Owen Johnson) lead s  one to  su sp ec t t h a t  they  were
V
s t i l l  among th o se  u n w illin g  to  fo rg e t  th e  a r t i s t i c  w aste­
lan d  from which th e  p lay w rig h t had e m e rg e d .^  . I t  seems 
i r o n ic  t h a t  fo r  many y ea rs  fo llo w in g  th e  1923 P u l i tz e r  
P riz e  d e b a te s , Davis became A m erica 's on ly  m ajor d ra m a tis t  
who was c o n s is te n t ly  in v i te d  to  se rv e  on the  P u l i t z e r  
P riz e  s e le c t io n  com m ittee, an honor which he accep ted  w ith  
g r e a t  s a t i s f a c t i o n  and en thusiasm .
10 Owen D avis, T 'd  L ike To Do I t  A gain, p . 141.
11 W o o llco tt had fav o red  Texas N igh tengale  by Zoe 
Akins w h ile  Hammond had seen Channing P o llo c k 's  The Fool 
as the  b e s t  work o f the  seaso n . Among o th e r  p lay s  
re c e iv in g  su p p o rt were M erton of th e  Movies by Kaufman 
and C onnelly and George K e lly 's  The T o rch b ea re rs .
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Owen Davis in s i s te d  th roughou t h is  c a re e r  t h a t  i f  a 
p lay w rig h t knows h is  c r a f t ,  p o sse sse s  a c a p a c ity  fo r  f e e l ­
in g , and has a profound u nderstand ing  o f  c h a ra c te r  he can 
c r e a te  w orthw hile drama. In  t ry in g  to  le av e  th e  s o c ia l  
and p o l i t i c a l  f a c e ts  o f th e  a r t  to  be debated  on o th e r  
p la tfo rm s , Davis obv iously  ran  th e  r i s k  o f a l ie n a t in g  
p a r t i s a n  w r i t e r s .  Those r e a l i s t s  who viewed t h e i r  work 
as le sso n s  in  s o c ia l  consc iousness were a b h o rre n t to  
D avis. His p e rso n a l s e n s i b i l i t i e s  r e b e l le d  a t  th e  p es­
simism which appeared to  be a t  th e  h e a r t  o f th e  New 
R e a l i s t ic  approach as i t  developed b o th  in  America and on 
the  c o n tin e n t. He would t r y  fo r  t h i r t y  y ea rs  to  wed th e  
New Realism  w ith  h is  own o p t im is t ic  s p i r i t .  But the 
wedding proved e lu s iv e .
The season  o f  1923 and 1924 became th e  peak o f  D avis ' 
most su c c e s s fu l p e r io d . A fte r  Icebound, th e  P u l i t z e r  
P r iz e , and accep tance in to  th e  p r e s t ig io u s  N a tio n a l 
I n s t i t u t e  o f A rts  and L e t te r s ,  more success came in  the  
form o f  a h ig h ly  acclaim ed p o p u la r f a r c e ,  The Nervous 
Wreck, ^  c a l le d  by th e  p lay w rig h t " th e  t e r r i b l e  p la y  which 
made us a l l  r i c h .  "-^3 Icebound had earned  $9000.00 w eekly. 
The Nervous Wreck earned approx im ately  $21,000.00 a week
12 Owen D avis, The Nervous Wreck (New York: Samuel 
French, 1926).
13 Owen D avis, "Dr. Owen Davis P re sc r ib e s  a New 
Tonic fo r  th e  M ovies," T hea tre  M agazine, June 1927, 
p . 43.
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fo r  an e n t i r e  seaso n . Augmented by subsequen t r e v iv a ls ,  
a d a p ta tio n s , m usical v e rs io n s  (Whoopee in  1929-1930^4 and 
Up In  Arms in  1943), a n d 'f i lm  r ig h t s  (which to ta le d  over 
$200 ,000 .00), th e  p lay  became th e  most lu c r a t iv e  as w e ll 
as the  most popu lar o f  a l l  th e  works o f Owen D av is. ^
The fa rc e ,  which he consid ered  the  most d i f f i c u l t  o f 
a l l  d ram a tic  form s, took him e lev en  months to  com plete.
I t - r e v o lv e s  around a v a r ia t io n  on the  p sy c h o lo g ic a l d e te c ­
t iv e  s to ry  and word a s s o c ia tio n  t e s t s .  Davis claim s th a t  
the id ea  fo r  the  p lay  grew from o ffhand  remarks made by 
f r ie n d s  on th e  g o lf  co u rse . He l a t e r  c o n tra d ic ts  t h i s  in  
h is  a u to b io g ra p h ic a l accounts when he a t t r i b u t e s  the  id e a  
to  a s h o r t  s to ry  by E. J .  R ath , and s t i l l  l a t e r  to  a 
p iece  by P e a rly  Sheehan c a l le d  "The W reck." W hatever the  
o r ig in a l  source may have been, i t  was c le a r ly  Owen D avis1 
expansion and d ra m a tiz a tio n  which p u t th e  " f le s h  and 
bones" on th e  c l a s s i c  hypochondriacal a n t i - h e r o ,  Henry 
W illiam s. This shrewd and r o l l ic k in g  r o le  p rov ided  such 
a c to rs  as Edward E v e re tt  H orton, O tto  K ruger, T aylor 
Holmes, Eddy C antor, and Danny Kaye, and o th e rs  w ith  
memorable o p p o r tu n it ie s  f o r  comic p o r t r a y a l .
A fte r  a try o u t  on th e  West C oast which n e a r ly  ended
^4 In  the  summer o f 19 78 (June 20-August 26 ), a 
r e v iv a l  of Whoopee was perform ed a t  th e  Goodspeed Opera 
House, E ast Haddam, C onnecticu t.
15 New York T im es, 27 November 1923, p . 2 .
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th e  v e n tu re  (the a c to rs  though t i t  was a d i s a s t e r ) , Davis 
ex p ressed  s tro n g  m isg iv ings abou t i t s  f u tu r e .  But Los
Angeles th e a tre g o e rs  l ik e d  i t ,  and as a r e s u l t ,  a second
16preview  was scheduled  fo r  A t la n t ic  C ity .
D is s a t i s f ie d  w ith  h i s  s c r i p t ,  Davis worked on a t  
l e a s t  seven re v is io n s ;  he s e t  up more preview s in  c i t i e s  
l i k e  W ashington and B altim ore  b e fo re  th e  p ro d u c tio n  was 
f i n a l l y  allow ed to  open in  New York. A m ajor problem fo r 
Davis was h is  own i n a b i l i t y  to  come to  g r ip s  w ith  h is  
th i r d  a c t .  In d e sp e ra tio n , he decided  to  s t e a l  th e  l a s t  
a c t  o f an o ther o f h is  works th en  in  p ro g ress  c a lle d  The 
Haunted House, ^  which so lv ed  h is  dilemma. John C orbin 
d e sc r ib e d  the  p lay  as one o f th e  few t r u ly  overwhelming 
fa rc e  su ccesses  he had ev e r w itn essed : "The m elodram atic
Bowery embraced Mr. Davis o f  yo re  as a p ro ta g o n is t  of 
m illra c e  and buzzsaw, and o f l a t e  Broadway has accep ted  him 
as P u l i tz e r  champion o f a r t i s t i c  drama. But he has n ever 
been more welcome th an  as an e x p lo i te r  and s a t i r i s t  o f 
advanced psychology. " I 8
16 The West C oast c a s t  in c lu d ed  O tto  K ruger, A lb e r t 
H ack e tt, and June W alker. When th e  p lay  reopened in  
A tla n t ic  C ity , Edward E v e re tt  Horton and P rances Howard 
(Mrs. Samuel Goldwyn) had taken  over th e  c e n tr a l  r o l e s .
Owen D avis, The Haunted House (New York: Samuel 
F rench , 1926).
18 John C orbin, New York T im es, 21 O ctober 1926,
V III , p . 1 .
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C e rta in ly  The Nervous Wreck co n ta in ed  s e v e ra l  o f th e
fu n n ie s t  and most o r ig in a l  s i tu a t io n s  t h a t  had y e t
appeared on th e  American s ta g e . I t  lampoons both
Freud ian  psychology and th e  w ild  and wooly West. Corbin
c a l le d  the  du a l p e r s o n a l i ty  hero  a m aste rp iece  o f comic
w r i t in g . Davis e v e n tu a lly  had th re e  companies o f The
Nervous Wreck p la y in g  in  th e  U nited S ta te s  and one in
London, and in  one form o r  an o th e r i t  has been on the
19sc reen  ever s in c e .  ?
The p lo t  o f The Nervous Wreck i s  in e x tr ic a b ly  bound 
up in  the p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  i t s  p ro ta g o n is t ,  th e  c l a s s i c  
hypochondriac Henry W illiam s. I t  i s  as much W illiam s' 
s t ru g g le  w ith  h i s  own n a tu re  as w ith  human a d v e rsa r ie s  
th a t  p ro v id es  th e  c o n f l i c t .  S e t in  B lack Top Canyon, 
A rizona, th e  s c r i p t  re c o u n ts  th e  zany adven tu res o f 
W illiam s and h is  lady  f r ie n d  S a lly  Morgan as they  a re  
pursued by h e r  i r a t e  f a th e r ,  by a j i l t e d  f ia n c e ,  and by 
v a rio u s  W estern d esp erad o es. The s p l i t  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  the  
nervous hero  and h is  a g i l i t y  and re so u rc e fu ln e s s  in  t i g h t  
s i tu a t io n s  c r e a te  th e  b a s ic  prem ise fo r  the p lo t .
By s e t t in g  The Nervous Wreck in  th e  West and keeping 
i t  remote from th e  ex p e rien ce  o f New Y ork 's cosm opolitan  
aud ien ces, Davis had s p e c ia l  success in  d e v is in g
^  Whoopee w i l l  r e tu rn  to  Broadway in  th e  19 78-1979 
season , a f t e r  i t s  engagement a t  the  Goodspeed Opera 
House.
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o u tla n d ish  c o n fro n ta tio n s  and p lo t  c o m p lic a tio n s . The 
"badlands" drama was then in  vogue, and by p la c in g  th e  
bumbling a n t i -h e ro  in  ju x ta p o s i t io n  to  v a r io u s  W estern 
s te re o ty p e s , th e  p lay w rig h t was ab le  to  lampoon w ith  
unpreceden ted  l i c e n s e .  The p lay  u n fo ld s a sequence o f 
co in c id en ces and m istakes which le a d  f i n a l l y  to  a most 
u n lik e ly  hero  b ra v e ly  defend ing  and w inning the  g i r l ,  whom 
he f in d s ,  to  h is  s u r p r i s e ,  he lo v e s . The p lo t  p ro v id es  a 
s e r i e s  o f  d e l ig h t f u l  comic moments and an e x c e p tio n a l 
v e h ic le  fo r  a " top  banana" comic p e rfo rm er. The acclaim  
g iven  Eddy C antor and Danny Kaye in  l a t e r  v e rs io n s  o f  th i s  
p la y  i l l u s t r a t e s  the  s ta y in g  power and q u a l i ty  o f  th e  r o le .
The b a s ic  p l o t  l i n e  p la c e s  W illiam s and S a lly  o u t o f  
gas and s tra n d e d  in  th e  m ountains o f  A rizona. In  s h o r t  
o rd e r , the p i l l - a d d ic te d  Henry d isco v e rs  t h a t  h is  passenger 
i s  n o t ,  as he had been le d  to  b e l i e v e , . r id i n g  w ith  him 
m erely to  ca tch  a t r a in ;  she has a c tu a l ly  run  away from a 
s te rn  f a th e r  and a fo rced  m arriage  to  th e  county s h e r i f f ,  
Bob W ells. To make m a tte rs  w orse , she has l e f t  a note 
s t a t in g  t h a t  she has e loped  w ith  W illiam s.
When a c a r  re p re s e n tin g  p o te n t i a l  re scu e  comes along  
th e  ro ad , Henry undergoes h i s  f i r s t  tra n s fo rm a tio n . A gun 
i s  a c c id e n ta l ly  p lace d  in  h is  hand, and he changes in to  a 
co ld , h a rd , gun-sp inn ing  highwayman who s t e a l s  h i s  needed 
g a so lin e  from th e  Underwoods, fo rc in g  them to  d ra in  t h e i r  
own tank and f l a t t e n  th e  t i r e s  on t h e i r  c a r .
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Henry and S a lly  then  appear a t  th e  Bar M Ranch which 
in o p p o rtu n e ly  tu rn s  o u t  to  be th e  home o f th e  very  same 
peop le  who had been robbed e a r l i e r .  E vasive t a c t i c s  and 
d is g u is e s  become s ig n i f i c a n t  elem ents in  th e  co m p lica tio n  
o f th e  p lo t  s in c e  Henry cou ld  be recogn ized  by any o f  the 
fo u r occupan ts o f  th e  Underwood ca r upon t h e i r  r e tu r n  to  
th e  ran ch . Henry and S a lly  have been welcomed v ig o ro u s ly  
by ranch  hands Andy and M ort, who, d e sp e ra te  fo r  a re p la c e ­
ment cook, see  t h e i r  a r r i v a l  as an a c t  o f  D iv ine P ro v i­
dence. By h id in g  t h e i r  c a r  Andy fo rc es  them to  rem ain as 
dom estic h e lp . When th e  Underwoods a r r iv e  back home, the  
s to ry  o f  th e  highway robbery  has been ex ag g era ted  o u t o f 
p ro p o r tio n  and co n tin u es  to  grow th roughou t th e  p la y , 
s e t t i n g  up one o f  D avis’ r e v e r s a l  dev ices i n  th e  f i n a l  a c t .
Although H enry 's d is g u is e  w orks, much o f  th e  humor 
rev o lv es  around h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  keep q u ie t  and to  r e f r a in  
from nosing  in to  everybody 's  d i e t  and h e a l th .  The com pli­
c a tio n s  mount w ith  th e  a r r i v a l  of th e  s h e r i f f  ( S a l ly 's  
f ia n c e )  and S a l l y 's  f a th e r .  At th is  p o in t  Henry 
in a d v e r te n tly  becomes an infamous f ig h t in g  man when he 
b e s ts  Mort (q u ite  by ac c id e n t)  and knocks him s e n s e le s s .
The co m plica tions keep m u ltip ly in g : H a r r i e t t  Under­
wood shows an unusual rom antic  i n t e r e s t  in  Henry; Under­
wood g e ts  in v o lv ed  w ith  H enry 's rem edies; C h es te r Under­
w ood's i n t e r e s t  in  am ateur sc ien ce  and psychology i s  
re v e a le d , and v a rio u s  members o f  th e  Underwood household
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a re  su sp e c te d , each in  tu rn ,  o f b e in g  p a r t  o f th e  now 
in o rd in a te ly  la rg e  holdup "gang." Each o f  th e  robbery  
v ic tim s has by th i s  tim e em b e llish ed  th e  adven tu re  to  
such an e x te n t  t h a t  i t  i s  im p o ssib le  to  v e r ify  the  in v o lv e ­
ment o f Henry and S a lly  w ith o u t lo s in g  fa c e . S a lly  d iv e r ts  
S h e r if f  W ells and h e r f a th e r  by conv incing  each o f  them 
th a t  the  o th e r  i s  a l i a r .  She t e l l s  the  s h e r i f f  t h a t  h e r 
running away was a t e s t  o f  h is  a f f e c t io n .  By now i t  i s  
e v id e n t t h a t  bo th  Henry and S a lly , cou ld  have s e r io u s  prob­
lem s. When she warns him th a t  they  cou ld  be j a i l e d  fo r  
twenty y ea rs  fo r  what they  a re  do ing , he c h a r a c te r i s t i c a l ly  
responds, "The jo k e 's  on them! I  c a n 't  p o ss ib ly  l iv e  more 
th an  th re e  m onths."20
When S a l ly 's  f a th e r  and W ells co n fro n t one a n o th e r , 
they slow ly  recogn ize  t h a t  they  have been g u lle d . By th e  
end o f  A ct Two, th e re  a re  a t  l e a s t  th re e  c h a ra c te rs  ready  
to  k i l l  Henry, b u t he once more f in d s  a re v o lv e r  and 
a s s e r ts  h im se lf , sending everyone on s ta g e  fo r  co v e r.
The f i n a l  a c t  p ro v id es  a m erry-go-round o f f a ls e  
id e n t i f i c a t io n s  and ac cu sa tio n s  cu lm in a tin g  in  th e  famous 
a s s o c ia t io n -o f - id e a s  t e s t ,  conducted by th e  pseudo­
s c i e n t i s t  C hester Underwood. B efore he goes in to  th e  
t e s t ,  Henry i s  re a ssu re d  by S a lly  t h a t  h is  a ilm en ts  have 
been sim ply " C h ris tia n  Science tu rn ed  upside down," and
20 Owen D a v is , The Nervous Wreck, A ct I I .
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t h a t  he on ly  th in k s  he i s  a s h a t te re d  man. To prove h e r  
p o in t ,  she has d isc a rd e d  h is  p re c io u s  bag o f  m edicines.
The c lim a c tic  moment, as C h este r re a d ie s  tw elve p la te s  
fo r  h is  a p p lie d  psychology experim en t, h inges on w hether 
H enry 's nervousness w i l l  make him appear g u i l ty  in  the  
t e s t  o r w hether he can , fo r  once in  h is  l i f e ,  c o n tro l 
h im se lf .
S ince th e  t e s t  p roves everyone g u i l ty ,  i t  i s  f i n a l ly  
Underwood's u n w illin g n ess  to  p re ss  charges ( th e  necessary  
r e s u l t  o f  th e  enormous l i e s  to ld  by a l l  th e  v ic tim s) t h a t  
transfo rm s th e  f i n a l  scene from a t r i a l  in to  a wedding.
The p lo t ,  more complex than  th i s  b r i e f  ske tch  can 
dem onstra te , owes much o f  i t s  charm to  i t s  r ic h n e ss  o f  
d e t a i l .  But perhaps i t  su g g ests  how e f f i c i e n t ly  Davis 
uses a t r a i n  o f  c a u sa l in c id en ce s  to  c r e a te  th e  com plica­
t io n s  as w e ll as to  p re p a re  fo r  th e  denouement. The 
a c tio n  rem ains c re d ib le  w ith in  a s a t i r i c a l  framework which 
welcomes th e  im probable. An example o f th i s  would be the 
i r o n ic  r e s u l t s  o f  th e  c l im a c tic  t e s t  when th e  focus i s  
sw itched from H enry 's l i k e ly  f a i l u r e  to  th e  nervousness 
o f  a l l  the o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  f o r  v a rio u s  o th e r  re a so n s .
The r e v e r s a l  and re c o g n itio n  scenes a re  compounded in  The 
Nervous Wreck, y e t  each new developm ent seems to  f i t  in to  
p la c e  and has i t s  p re p a ra t io n  in  e a r l i e r  e x p o s it io n .
By tak in g  t h i s  s a t i r i c a l  s l a n t  on th e  p o p u la r w estern  
p lay s and f i lm s c r ip ts  o f  th e  tim e and by u s in g  th e  r e l a ­
t iv e ly  new sc ien c e  o f  psychology and i t s  a p p lic a t io n  to
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th e  d e te c tio n  o f c rim e, Davis succeeded in  fram ing a t r u ly  
tim e ly  and funny fa rc e  p lo t .  In  Henry W illiam s, Davis 
c re a te d  one o f th o se  o r ig in a l  c h a ra c te rs  who become a 
p ro to ty p e  fo r  comic p o r t r a y a l .  For D avis' sc re w b a ll hero  
Henry W illiam s rem ains th e  unique achievem ent o f  th e  p la y . 
The i r a t e  f a th e r ,  Bob W ells (a v a r ia t io n  on th e  b ra g g a r t  
w a r r io r ) , th e  v a r io u s  comic types p rov id ed  by th e  ranch  
hands and th e  Underwood fam ily , and th e  o th e r  co n v en tio n a l 
f ig u re s  (w ith the  p o s s ib le  ex cep tio n  o f  S a lly  w ith  h e r  
f a i t h  in  Henry) a re  m erely s k i l l f u l  p o r t r a y a ls  o f  ro le s  
Davis had s u c c e s s fu l ly  managed b e fo re . Henry W illiam s, a 
new and s in g u la r  s ta g e  f ig u re ,  was to  be em ulated on s ta g e s  
fo r  many y ea rs  a f t e r  th e  debu t p ro d u c tio n s  o f  The Nervous 
Wreck.
The though t and d ic t io n  of the p lay  a re  a p p ro p ria te  
to  th e  lo c a le  and the  p eo p le , even when a l i t t l e  heavy- 
ihanded in  th e  s a t i r i z i n g  o f  W estern s te re o ty p e s .  The p la y ­
w rig h t re v e a ls  i n  h is  tre a tm e n t o f  th i s  sunny p lay  th e  
optim ism  which he found d i f f i c u l t y  in  h an d lin g  in  the more 
somber r e a l i s t i c  v en tu re s  in  th e  e a r ly  1920's .  He appar­
e n t ly  b e lie v e d  in  the  in n a te  goodness o f  p eo p le , even h is  
v i l l a i n s ,  as in  The Nervous Wreck; b u t  he g ra n te d  th e  
o b s ta c le s  to  happ iness t h a t  face  everyone. In h is  w orld 
view , however, a n ta g o n is t ic  fo rc e s  e x i s t  to  be overcome. 
Thus, th e  theme o f  n o t on ly  The Nervous Wreck, b u t a lso  
th e  m a jo rity  o f  h is  m ature work depends upon h is  c o n tin u a l
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optim ism / even in  the face  o f overwhelming odds. The humor 
which stem s from h is  c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  r e f l e c t s  h is  
optim ism . By keep ing  H enry 's in te n t io n s  c le a r  and com­
p re h e n s ib le /  Davis managed to  p rov ide  a s c r i p t  which 
re p o r te d ly  p lay s  even b e t t e r  than i t  re a d s .
On 21 August 1923, th e  banner h ea d lin e  fo r  John 
C o rb in 's  review  o f D avis' n e x t p la y  (Home F i r e s ) re ad  
"Thawed/" su g g estin g  a n e g a tiv e  re sp o n se  and a p lay  on 
words hearken ing  back to  Icebound. In f a c t /  Home F ire s  
was w e ll re c e iv e d  d e sp ite  i t s  co n v e n tio n a l d e p ic tio n  of a 
s ta lw a r t  m other keeping the "home f i r e s "  b u rn in g  by v i r tu e  
o f h e r  f o r t i tu d e  and m oral s t r e n g th .  A ctress  Frances 
Underwood p le a se d  the m a jo rity  o f  c r i t i c s  in  th e  ro le  o f  
th e  m other/ and L i l l i a n  Ross' p o r t r a y a l  o f th e  f la p p e r  
B etty  won uniform  p r a is e .  The p lay  was abou t l i f e  i n  the 
suburbs. In a ttem p tin g  to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between re a lism  
and pessim ism , Davis succeeded in  ex p re ss in g  an o p t im is t ic  
theme in  a somewhat s q u a lid  s e t t i n g .  C orbin seemed to  
r e a l iz e  what Davis was abou t and su ppo rted  th e  a tte m p t, 
even i f  he d id  n o t champion th e  p lay  i t s e l f ;  th e  c r i t i c  
sensed , to o , th e  d ep ress in g  q u a l i ty  o f  much o f  th e  re a lism  
o f  th e  day and a p p a re n tly  wanted to  encourage Davis in  h is  
sea rch  fo r  a r e a l i s t i c  drama o f  optim ism . Both men were 
c e r ta in  th a t  th e  unique m oral s p i r i t  o f  t h i s  coun try  needed 
th i s  k ind  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .
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Undaunted by th e  la c k  o f  success a ffo rd e d  Home F i r e s , 
Owen Davis was ready  w ith  an o th e r p lay  when th e  th e a t r e  
season  o f 1924 opened. Reshaped from a p lay  he had 
fo rm ula ted  in  1919 and worked on ag a in  in  1923, i t  was 
i n i t i a l l y  t i t l e d  F ind th e  Woman. I t  dem onstrated  anew 
D avis' s a t i r i c a l  view o f  th e  s t i l l  r e l a t i v e ly  in f a n t  
f i e l d  of a p p lie d  psychology. The new v e rs io n , c a l le d  Th£ 
Haunted House, opened in  e a r ly  September and ran  fo r  j u s t  
over one hundred perfo rm ances. B i l le d  as a " fa rc e  in  
th re e  com plexes, " 2 i t  m ight have been b e t t e r  re c e iv e d  
had i t s  contem porary c r i t i c s  and aud iences been more 
aware o f i t s  a u th o r 's  s a t i r i c a l  p ro p e n s i t ie s .  In s te a d , 
i t  met w ith  c o n s id e ra b le  p e rp le x ity  and some o v e r t  o u t­
ra g e . This r e s u l te d  m ainly from th e  f a c t  th a t  the e n t i r e  
p la y , in  which th e  murder v ic tim  i s  a cow, seemed an 
e la b o ra te  joke on th e  aud ience .
Davis claim ed he had w r i t te n  th i s  p lay  e s p e c ia l ly  so 
t h a t  W allace E ddiger m ight p lay  th e  h e ro -n o v e l is t .
E ddiger, a f in e  comic a c to r ,  re c e iv e d  good n o tic e s  in  th e  
r o le ,  a lthough th e  p la y  was spurned by th e  c r i t i c s ,  who 
saw no th ing  to  adm ire in  a hodgepodge m y s te ry -fa rc e , w ith  
sean ces , t r u th  serum , and "whodunit" d e v ic e s . Davis was 
accused o f o p e ra tin g  w e ll below h is  r e c e n tly  acknowledged 
h igh  l i t e r a r y  s ta n d a rd .
21 Stark  Young, New York T im es, 3 September 1924,
p . 12.
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L a te r in  Septem ber, a f t e r  an A tla n t ic  C ity  p rev iew , 
Lazybones opened a t  th e  V a n d e rb ilt .  In s p i t e  o f  adm irab le  
s ta g in g  by G u th rie  M cClintock and a f i r s t  r a te  c a s t  headed 
by George A bbott in  one o f D avis ' b e s t  shaded r u r a l  comic 
r o le s ,  th e  Sam H arris  p ro d u c tio n  foundered a f t e r  e ig h ty  
perform ances and c lo se d .
Peacocks, the  only o th e r  work to  be mounted in  1924, 
p layed  th e  S hubert in  Chicago b eg inn ing  on 16 O ctober.
The D aily  Jo u rn a l g enerously  c a l le d  i t  "some o f h i s  b e s t  
w r i t in g ," 22 b u t Davis never b ro u g h t i t  in to  New York. The 
Chicago c a s t  in c lu d ed  Edna H ibbard and Theresa Maxwell 
Conover. D avis' d e c is io n  to  p u t  a s id e  re v is io n  on th i s  
p ro d u c tio n  may have been a r e s u l t  o f  th e  demanding p re p a ra ­
t io n  o f the' London v e rs io n  o f The Nervous Wreck.
Follow ing an u n in sp ire d  s c r i p t  c a l le d  Ma P e t t i n q i l l  
a t  C h icago 's  S hubert T hea tre  in  September o f 1925, th e  New 
York p ro d u c tio n  o f Easy Come, Easy Go23 became D avis' 
f i r s t  su c c e s s fu l endeavor o f  th e  new season . Again tu rn in g  
to  th e  theme o f  th e  hypochondriac, Davis m u ltip l ie d  h i s  
s o l i t a r y  "nervous wreck" in to  a group o f h e a lth  farm 
z a n ie s . R obert B enchley, who d ec ided  a r b i t r a r i l y  t h a t  th i s  
was D avis' one hundredth  p ro d u c tio n , l ik e d  i t  and adm itted  
t h a t  even though i t  was s t i l l  somewhat i n  vogue to  " l i f t
22 Chicago D aily  J o u rn a l , an undated  news c lip p in g  
(CF, LCTC).
22 Owen D avis,' Easy Come, Easy Go (New York: Samuel
F rench , 1926).
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th e  l i p " ^  a t  Owen D avis ' work, h is  l a t e s t  e f f o r t  was a 
genu ine ly  funny s c r i p t .  O tto  Kruger and V ic to r  Moore 
headed th e  ab le  c a s t  which opened in  th e  p lay  on 
26 O ctober and con tinued  fo r  180 perfo rm ances.
P ick in g  up on B ench ley 's  pronouncem ent, th e  New York 
Tim es' review  in d ic a te d  t h a t  i f  Davis had t r u ly  w r i t te n  
one hundred p la y s ,  Easy Come, Easy Go belonged in  the  top  
f i v e . 25 The h i la r io u s  adven tu res o f  glamorous crooks 
d e lig h te d  aud iences to  such an e x te n t  t h a t  i t  prompted a
m usical r e v iv a l  only  fo u r y ea rs  l a t e r  c a l le d  Lady F in g e rs .
2 SIn  December, Beware o f  Widows was p rep ared  f o r  the  
Maxine E l l i o t t  T h ea tre . Given a t r i a l  run in  P itts b u rg h , 
the  p lay  came in to  New York under the  ae g is  o f  Crosby 
G aige. A flim sy  f a r c e ,  i t  ra n  fo r  s l i g h t l y  ov er f i f t y  
perform ances to  te p id  c r i t i c a l  and p o p u la r su p p o rt. I t  
d id , however, p rov ide  a sp rin g b o ard  fo r  th e  c a re e r  of i t s  
s t a r , Madge Ke nnedy.
When the 1926 season  opened, Davis once aga in  decided  
to  experim en t. The r e s u l t  was Sandalwood, a lan g u id  
rew orking o f  an e a r l i e r  c o l la b o ra tio n  w ith  th e  n o v e l i s t  
F u lto n  O u rs le r . The p la y  re c e iv e d  l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n  excep t 
fo r  th e  perform ance o f  P au lin e  Lord and th e  s ta g e  s e t t in g s
24 R obert B enchley, L i f e / 19 November 1925, p . 20.
25 New York Times, 27 O ctober 1925, p . 20.
26 Owen D avis, "Beware o f Widows," 1926 (UT, LCTC).
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which had been p rep ared  by Cleon Throckmorton. Miss Lord
had a lread y  enchan ted  th e  c r i t i c s  w ith  h e r  p o r t r a y a ls  in
Sidney Howard's They Knew What They Wanted and O 'N e i l l 's
Anna C h r is t ie •, and many o f  h e r  su p p o rte rs  saw th e  c e n tr a l
r o le  in  Sandalwood as an e x c e p tio n a lly  s tro n g  v e h ic le  fo r
h e r t a l e n t s .  A program no te ex p la in ed  th e  t i t l e  o f  th i s
unusual p lay : th e  sandalwood t r e e  was s a id  to  im p art i t s
fra g ran c e  even to  th e  axe th a t  hews i t .  D avis ' d e c is io n
to  make th is  image analogous to  a s a t i r i c a l  view o f
B abbitry  f a i l e d  to  engage any e n th u s ia s t i c  c r i t i c a l  
27i n t e r e s t .
Two a d d i t io n a l  p la y s ,  The G entle G ra f te rs  and The Man 
Who F o rg o t, a lso  f e l l  s h o r t  o f p u b lic  o r  c r i t i c a l  su p p o rt. 
The f i r s t  o f  th e se  was co n sid ered  d a rin g  in  i t s  s u b je c t  
m a tte r ; th e  t i g h t ,  c r is p  d ia logue wa§ lau d ed , b u t th e  
o v e r ly  c o n tr iv e d  p lo t  d id  n o t  p le a s e  anyone. The second 
p lay  never gained  a New York mounting and c lo sed  o u t  o f  
town. D avis, by th e  m iddle of 1926, had become aware th a t  
h is  s c r ip t s  were becoming le s s  a c c e p ta b le , and he decided  
to  slow down h is  working methods in  o rd e r  to  g e t a b e t t e r  
g r ip  on h is  waning c a p ac ity  to  p le a s e .  One u n id e n t i f ie d  
c lip p in g  s a id  o f h is  im potence a t  t h i s  ju n c tu re :
I t ' s  no s e c r e t  t h a t  Mr. Davis i s n ' t  a t  a l l
p le a se d  w ith  the  way in  which h is  . . . two
27 The program no te  was re p o rte d  by Joseph Wood 
K rutch,' N a tio n , 13 O ctober 1926, pp . 384-385.
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p ie c e s  o f  th e  p re s e n t  season , Sandalwood and 
The G entle  G ra f te r s , tu rn ed  o u t .  He d o e s n 't  
blame th e  p ro d u c e rs . He has no censu re  fo r  
th e  a c to r s .  He th in k s  the  aud iences w ere a l l  
r i g h t .  The f a u l t ,  he f e e l s ,  m ight reaso n ab ly  
be h is  own. Perhaps he has been in  too g re a t  
a ru sh . So he i s  now re so lv e d  and i n s i s t s  
t h a t  he i s  q u i te  s e r io u s ,  to  p roceed  j u s t  a 
l i t t l e  more slow ly h e r e a f te r .  8
The r e s u l t  was a cu rio u s  p r o je c t  to  adap t a German 
novel c a l le d ,  G espenste r S c h i f f , which had e v id e n tly  
caught th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  i n t e r e s t .  D avis' s ta g e  v e r s io n , 
c a l le d  The Phantom Ship had i t s  t ry o u t  in  Asbury Park  w ith  
Ruth Gordon and Edward A rnold l i s t e d  as c a s t  members. The 
New York Times c a l le d  i t  " c le v e r , ' ' b u t  had l i t t l e  e l s e  to  
say in  i t s  f a v o r .29 The novel by Rudolph L othar and Oscar 
R e tte r  a p p a re n tly  d id  n o t lend  i t s e l f  to  d ram a tic  i n t e r ­
p re ta tio n ?  Davis soon l o s t  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  p r o je c t  and 
a ttem pted  no Broadway p ro d u c tio n .
The Phantom S h ip , even though an a r t i s t i c  f a i l u r e ,  
r e f le c te d  a renewed i n t e r e s t  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  p lay w rig h t 
in  th e  a r t  o f  a d a p ta tio n , an a r t  which cu lm inated  in  h is  
Ethan Frome te n  y ea rs  l a t e r .  But 1926 a ls o  marked a 
second e f f o r t  in  a d a p ta tio n , h is  h ig h ly  acclaim ed The 
G reat G atsby, c a l le d  by Percy Hammond o f  th e  New York 
T ribune, " th e  b e s t  d ra m a tiz a tio n  I  have e v e r  s e e n ." 20
28 An u n id e n t i f ie d  news c l ip p in g , c . 1926 (CF, LCTC).
29 New York Times, 27 June 1926, V II, p . 3.
30 Percy Hammond, New York T rib u n e , 27 June 1926 (CF,
LCTC). In  a p e rso n a l te lephone  c o n v e rsa tio n  w ith  Jed
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The a b i l i t y  to  rem ain p h ilo s o p h ic a l ly  t ru e  to  a source and 
y e t  keep m a te r ia l  d ra m a tic a lly  w orkable p rov ided  an a r t i s ­
t i c  ch a llen g e  to  D avis. The G reat G atsby, produced by 
W illiam  A. Brady, on i t s  debu t on 2 February  a t  th e  
Ambassador T h ea tre , was h a i le d  as an e x c e p tio n a l example 
o f  how d ram atic  m a te r ia l  may be g leaned  from o th e r  so u rc e s . 
Davis adm ired th e  F i tz g e ra ld  novel and re sp e c te d  th e  o r ig ­
in a l  m a te r ia l .  S ince th i s  was t ru e  o f a l l  th e  works he 
s e le c te d  fo r  a d a p ta tio n , th e r e in  l i e s  a la rg e  m easure o f  
h i s  success a t  i t .  Holding f a s t  to  the  i r o n ic  s p i r i t  o f  
th e  no v e l, the p la y w rig h t was a b le , acco rd ing  to  J .  Brooks 
A tk inson , to  m ain ta in  bo th  th e  s i n c e r i t y  and p e rsp e c tiv e  
o f  h is  source and a t  the  same tim e em phasize th e  i d e a l i s t  
Gatsby over th e  c r i m i n a l . T h e  p e c u l ia r  glam or o f  the  
c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r  rem ained i n t a c t  in  th e  s ta g e  v e rs io n , 
lend ing  a d d i t io n a l  c r e d e n t ia ls  to  D avis ' growing c la im  as 
th e  most s k i l l f u l  and re so u rc e fu l  d ra m a tis t  in  Am erica.
The G reat Gatsby s t a r r e d  James Rennie as i t s  i l l -  
f a te d  hero  and F lo ren ce  E ld rid g e  as D aisy; a s u p e r io r  sup­
p o r t in g  c a s t  was g a th e re d  under th e  hand o f d i r e c to r  
George Cukor. The p ro d u c tio n  s e t t l e d  in  fo r  a com fortab le  
Broadway run o f  113 perfo rm ances.
H a rr is  (March, 1977), th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  The G reat Gatsby 
was em phasized when he a lso  c a l le d  i t ,  " th e  b e s t  ad ap ta ­
t io n  I  have ev e r s e e n ."
^  J .  Brooks A tk inson , New York Tim es, 7 February  
1926, V II, p . 1.
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In  J u ly ,  th e  New York Times m entioned a p ro d u c tio n  in  
A t la n t ic  C ity  o f a Davis p la y  c a l le d  The S h e lf . I t  
fe a tu re d  F rances S ta r r  in  w hat was re p o r te d ly  h e r  f i r s t  
p ro d u c tio n  no t hand led  by David B e la sc o .22 The p lay  n ever 
came to  New York, and no f u r th e r  m ention o f  i t  has come to  
l i g h t  in  a survey  o f  th e  m ajor jo u rn a ls  o f  the  tim e .
B esides The G reat G atsby, th e  m ajor su ccess  o f  19 26 
was The Donovan A f f a i r . Perhaps in  r e t a l i a t i o n  fo r  some 
o f  the  i r a t e  r e a c t io n s  to  The Haunted House w ith  i t s  la c k  
o f "human'1 c o rp se s , Davis l i t e r a l l y  f i l l e d  t h i s  p u zz lin g  
drama w ith  b o d ie s . In c lu d in g  fo u r m urders, f re q u e n t b lack ­
o u ts ,  and o th e r  s c a re  t a c t i c s ,  Davis c re a te d  a f i r s t - r a t e  
t h r i l l e r .  Ward Morehouse o f th e  New York Sun c a l le d  i t  
" th e  b e s t  o f a l l  th e  f in d  th e  k i l l e r  p iece s  t h a t  thundered  
along in  th e  wake o f  The B a t.
The p lay  was produced by A1 Lewis and p re p a re d  in  
c o l la b o ra tio n  w ith  Donald D avis. A tkinson saw The Donovan 
A f fa ir  no t only  as e n te r ta in in g ,  b u t  d em o n stra tiv e  o f  
s t i l l  an o th er f a c e t  o f  th e  "many s id e d  and u n flag g in g  
Owen D a v i s . T h e  e lem en t to  which he r e f e r r e d  was the
32 New York Times, 4 Ju ly  1926, V II, p . 3.
33 Owen D avis, The Donovan A f fa ir  (New York: Samuel 
F rench, 1930).
34 Ward Morehouse, New York Sun, 6 February  1926 
(CF, LCTC).
35 j .  Brooks A tk inson , New York Tim es, 31 August
1926, I I I ,  p . 15.
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s p i r i t  o f  th e  lampoon.
One o th e r  s ig n i f i c a n t  honor came to  Owen Davis in  
1926 o u ts id e  th e  a rea  o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  th e a t r e .  He was 
o f fe re d  a c h a ir  in  d ram a tic  l i t e r a t u r e  a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  
o f  M ichigan, b u t f e l t  com pelled to  tu rn  i t  down in  o rd e r  
to  pursue h is  m anifo ld  w r i t in g  p r o je c t s .  In co n s id e rin g  
th e  appointm ent, h is  em phasis on th e  p ra c t ic e  o f  th e a t r e  
over th e  d isc u ss io n  o f i t  weighed h e a v ily  in  h is  d e c is io n  
to  rem ain in  the  p ro fe s s io n a l  ra n k s .
In 1927, Davis produced The Trium phant B ach e lo r, 
which opened on 15 Septem ber a t  th e  B iltm o re . V a lia n tly  
com batting th e  n o ise  o f  a new subway b e in g  c o n s tru c te d  on 
E ighth  Avenue j u s t  in  f r o n t  o f  the  t h e a t r e ,  th e  t r a n s ­
p a re n t  fa rc e  q u ie t ly  c lo se d  tw elve perform ances l a t e r .  
R obert Ames' rev iew , f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  n e g a tiv e , ended 
w ith  the  words, "Drama, in  g e n e ra l , i s  n o t so good th e se  
d a y s ." 3® Perhaps p a r t  o f th e  reason  th a t  drama was n o t 
appearing  so good was th e  f a c t  t h a t  a g r e a t  many o f  the  
more ta le n te d  p lay w rig h ts  w ere being  tem pted to  g ive 
Hollywood a t r y .
Davis h im se lf decided  in  1927 to  a c c e p t a two-year- 
c o n tra c t  w ith  Paramount S tu d io s . This agreem ent w ith  th e  
g ia n t  f ilm  s tu d io  was, in  many ways, re m in isc e n t o f  h is  
famous melodrama p a c t w ith  A1 Woods. He c e r ta in ly  was
New York Tim es, 16 Septem ber 19 27 , p . 3 .
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given  more c o n s id e ra tio n s  than  any f i lm  w r i t e r  had been
given b e fo re  him. His on ly  p rev io u s d i r e c t  connection
w ith  the  movie in d u s try  had been a s a le  o f a tru n k fu l  o f
3 7some f i f t y  s tag e  s c r ip t s  to  The Old World Film  Company.
When Davis jo in e d  Paramount in  1927, i t  was h is  
i n i t i a l  e f f o r t  a t  w r it in g  d i r e c t ly  fo r  th e  sc re e n . At 
th e  u rg ing  o f  W illiam  LeBarron, one o f  Param ount's asso ­
c ia te  p ro d u cers , Davis e n te re d  in to  n e g o tia t io n s  w ith  
Adolph Zukor, J e s se  Lasky, and W alter Wanger. They 
awarded Davis what must have been the m ost l i b e r a l  con­
t r a c t  ev e r g iven to  a Hollywood w r i t e r .  Beyond t h e i r  
reg ard  fo r  D avis' a b i l i t i e s ,  th e  Hollywood moguls recog ­
n ized  h is  p o te n t i a l  in f lu e n c e  in  b r in g in g  o th e r  Broadway 
au th o rs  W est. They saw h is  h igh  re p u ta tio n  fo r  h is  work 
w ith  th e  d ra m a tis ts ' p ro fe s s io n a l  o rg a n iz a tio n s  as p ro ­
v id in g  them selves w ith  a l i a i s o n  w ith  New York. Thus i t  
appears in  r e t r o s p e c t  a w e ll though t o u t maneuver on th e  
p a r t  o f  th e  s tu d io .
He was im m ediately employed to  w r i te  s c r ip t s  fo r  
e s ta b l is h e d  s t a r s  l ik e  Tommy Meigham and C lau d e tte  
C olbert? and a lthough he found the  p h y s ic a l p rocess o f  
w r it in g  fo r  th e  film s l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  from work fo r
37 The f i r s t  Davis s to ry  to  be viewed on th e  sc re en  
was H earts in  E x ile  w ith  C la ra  K im ball Young. This was 
fo llow ed  by' Broadway A fte r  D ark, acco rd ing - to  M arguerite  
T aze laa r in  th e  New York H era ld -T rib u h e , 20 March 1938, 
p . 17.
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Broadway, he soon d isco v ered  th a t  what was u l t im a te ly  done 
w ith  th e  m a te r ia l  a f t e r  i t s  i n i t i a l  p re p a ra tio n  was an 
a l to g e th e r  d i f f e r e n t  m a tte r . Davis came to  Paramount w ith  
th e  understand ing  th a t ,  in  a d d it io n  to  h is  f ilm  work he 
could w rite  and produce one le g i t im a te  new p lay  each y e a r . 
This co n d itio n  and h is  p le a s u re  a t  renewing o ld  a c q u a in t­
ances w ith  h is  many s ta g e  f r ie n d s  who had made th e  t r a n s i ­
t io n  to  movies made th e  c o n tr a c t  more ac cep tab le  fo r  the 
outspoken p lay w rig h t. F ind ing  people l ik e  A lice  Brady, 
T a llu la h  Bankhead, and C h a rlie  R uggles, a l l  now firm ly  
e s ta b l is h e d  members o f  th e  f i lm  community, was a joy to  
him. But Davis was n ever s o c ia l ly  a c t iv e ,  and in  s p i t e  o f 
r e g u la r  d inners  w ith  o ld  f r ie n d s  l i k e  Douglas F airbanks 
and Mary P ic k fo rd , he never en joyed  th e  l i f e  s ty l e  o f th e  
West C oast and was always h a p p ie s t  when he re tu rn e d  to  
New York.
In  s p i te  o f some m isg iv in g s , D avis' te n u re  a t  Para­
mount was busy and e x c i t in g  fo r  him. U ltim a te ly , however, 
he f e l t  th e  need to  r e j e c t  th e  monetary en ticem en ts  o f  
Hollywood. Not on ly  d id  th e  s tu d io s  use up m a te r ia l  too 
r a p id ly ,  b u t  he re se n te d  th e  lowly and pow erless p o s i t io n  
o f th e  w r i te r  in  th e  f ilm  s tu d io  h ie ra rc h y . This was a 
co n d itio n  he observed in  th e  a c t i v i t y  around him. For 
h im se lf , alm ost from th e  moment o f  h is  a r r i v a l ,  he had 
been welcomed as an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f a l l  s c r i p t  d isc u ss io n s  
and p ro d u c tio n  m eetings. He was aware t h a t  th i s  was n o t
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the u su a l tre a tm e n t a ffo rd ed  th e  s c re e n w r ite r ,  and d e s p i te  
h is  own co m fo rtab le , even lu x u rio u s l i f e  th e r e ,  he 
b e lie v e d  h is  c r e a t iv i t y  was s t u l t i f i e d .
In s h o r t ,  he became p ro fe s s io n a l ly  unhappy, dep ressed  
by th e  un inportance  o f  th e  w r i te r  in  th e  Hollywood m ilie u , 
the  r i t u a l s ,  the unwanted a r t i s t i c  in te r f e re n c e  o f s tu d io  
e x e c u tiv e s , and th e  o v e r in d u lg e n t g e n e ro s ity  o f  h is  
s u p e r io r s .  He became i r r i t a t e d  w ith  h is  p a r t i a l  p r o s t i t u ­
t io n  o f h im se lf . When h is  movie c o n tra c t  f i n a l ly  e x p ire d  
in  1930, he was g r e a t ly  r e l ie v e d .
The s tag e  work which Davis undertook w h ile  he was 
employed a t  Paramount was n o t im p ress iv e . Two p ro d u c tio n s  
were reco rded  in  1928. Both p la y s , Carry On and Tonight 
a t  Twelve, employed th e  a c tin g  t a le n t s  o f  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  
second son , Owen D avis, J r .  Young D avis, w e ll re c e iv e d  
in  bo th  v e n tu re s , was co n sid e red  p rom ising  as a le a d in g  
p la y e r .  The e a r l i e r  o f  th e  two p la y s , C arry  On, was 
d e sc rib ed  by J .  Brooks A tkinson as c e r ta in ly  "n o t a jew el
o gm  th e  Davis c o r o n e t , 1 1 but  a reaso n ab ly  s o l id  s c r i p t .  
S taged by C lif fo rd  Brooke a t  th e  T heatre  Masque, i t  con­
cerned  th e  narrow d i s t in c t io n  between fam ily  honor and 
v a n ity .
38 His b e s t  f i lm  work was done w ith  the  s c r i p t s  which 
he p rep ared  fo r  W ill R ogers. Davis w rote R ogers' f i r s t  
ta lk in g  p ic tu r e ,  They Had To See P a r i s , and l a t e r ,  So 
T his Is  London.
39 j .  Brooks A tk inson , New York Times, 24 January  
1928, p . 26.
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T onight a t  Twelve, w ith  i t s  more s e r io u s  o v e r to n e s , 
ran  lo n g er ( s ix ty  perform ances) in  s p i t e  o f an u n sa t­
i s f a c to r y  th i r d  a c t .  The p lay  s t a r r e d  Spring  B yington 
and p layed  a t  th e  Hudson T h ea tre . By m ixing two of th e  
most p o p u la r d ram atic  themes o f th e  day, m ystery and 
i n f i d e l i t y ,  the  p lay w rig h t succeeded in  re c a p tu r in g  some 
measure o f  e n th u s ia s t ic  p o p u la r ap p lau se .
A m usical v e rs io n  o f  one o f  D avis' e a r l i e r  p lay s  
found a h ig h ly  su c c e s s fu l mounting in  1928. F lo ren z  
Z ieg fe ld  had g a th e red  h is  u su a l monumental budget and h ire d  
W illiam  Anthony McGuire to  s ta g e  an ex trav ag an za  c a l le d  
Whoopee. Based on D avis' p o p u la r fa rc e  s c r i p t ,  The Nervous 
Wreck, i t  f e a tu re d  th e  famous comedian Eddy C an to r. Gus 
Kahn was engaged to  handle the m usic, and a l l  was going  
w e ll u n t i l  McGuire f e l l  i l l .  Owen Davis was then  engaged 
as a k ind  o f p lay  d o c to r and in te r im  d i r e c to r .  He managed 
to  produce a h ig h ly  p o lish e d  m usical i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of an 
a lre a d y  s u c c e s s fu l  comedy. Whoopee w ent so w e ll th a t  
a f t e r  a s h o r t  r e s p i t e  to  sec u re  rep lacem ents and renew 
e x is t in g  c o n tra c ts  i t  reopened to  e n th u s ia s t ic  aud iences 
in  1929. The p resence  o f  young Helen Morgan in  th e  c a s t  
p rov ided  a s t i l l  g r e a te r  reaso n  fo r  th e  su ccess o f  th e  
second venture.**0
40 This p ro d u c tio n  was the  f i r s t  o f  o th e r  s u c c e s s fu l  
a d a p ta tio n s  o f t h i s  p la y . The cu lm in a tio n  probably  came 
in  th e  m id-1940 's w ith  U£ In Arms s t a r r in g  Danny Kaye as 
th e  o d d b a ll hero .
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In Jan u a ry , 1929, Davis b u sied  h im se lf  w ith  a m usical 
of h is  own, S p ring  Is  H ere, which proved a t o t a l  f a i l u r e .  
He l a t e r  adm itted  t h a t  m usica l comedy was th e  most e lu s iv e  
genre fo r  him s in c e  he viewed th e  sco re  as dom inating  th e  
book, p u t t in g  th e  w r i t e r  o f  th e  l i b r e t t o  in  a p o s i t io n  o f  
l i t t l e  o r  no c o n tro l .  At any r a t e ,  h is  book (d e riv ed  
lo o se ly  from one o f  h is  u n fin ish e d  works c a l le d  Shotgun 
Wedding) was e a g e r ly  accep ted  by Alex Aarons and V inton 
P reed ly  fo r  p ro d u c tio n . R ichard Rodgers and Lorenz H art 
were secu red  to  c r e a te  th e  s c o re , and work began. The 
working r e la t io n s h ip  between Davis and Rodgers and H art 
proved easy  and c o o p e ra tiv e , b u t i t  was n o t  enough to  hold 
th e  p ro d u c tio n  to g e th e r .  Some o f  the  songs ga ined  popu­
l a r i t y  ("Yours S in ce re ly "  and "The Song o f  My- H eart") and 
the  in d iv id u a l  perform ances o f Glenn H un ter, C h a r lie  
R uggles, Inez C ourtney, and Joyce Barbour, were p ra is e d  by 
c r i t i c s  l i k e  0 . D. M cIntyre in  L i f e , ^  b u t  the  book 
f a l t e r e d ,  and th e  o v e r a l l  p ro d u c tio n  was deemed a d is ­
appointm ent.
Davis n e x t opened what he had hoped would be an 
im p o rtan t s e r io u s  p sy c h o lo g ic a l drama in  A t la n t ic  C ity .
The p ro d u c tio n , c a l le d  Dread, f a i l e d  to  s u rv iv e  long 
enough to  w a rra n t c o n s id e ra tio n  fo r  a New York engagem ent, 
and what Davis co n sid e red  a s ig n i f i c a n t  work was co n stru ed
^  0 . D. M cIntyre, L i f e , 12 A p r il 1929 , p . 25 .
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by the c r i t i c s  as m erely a Davis c o n tr iv a n c e , concern ing
A Oa su p e rn a tu ra l  t r i a n g le .
"Kleptom ania s e t  to  m u s ic " ^  d e sc r ib e s  Lady F in g e rs ,
one o f th e  two rem aining p lay s  o f  1929. The m usical
comedy v e rs io n  o f  Easy Come, Easy Go, i t  s t a r r e d  Ruth
Gordon and Eddie B u zze ll. The o th e r  p la y , Me For You,
opened o u t o f  town w ith  Rodgers and H art p ro v id in g  the
music to  su p p o rt i t s  s t a r s ,  V ic to r  Moore and Ray B o lger.
The s u b je c t  was b o o tleg g in g , b u t in  s p i t e  o f  i t s  obvious
to p ic a l i ty  in  1929 (and a p le a s a n t  s c o r e ) , i t  c lo sed  where
i t  opened, in  D e tro it .
A d i s t in c t io n  fo r  Davis in  1929 was an i n v i t a t i o n  to
d e l iv e r  th e  commencement add ress to  the g ra d u a tin g  c la s s
o f  the  American Academy o f  Dramatic A r ts .  This engagement
p rov ided  him w ith  a p la tfo rm  from which to  r e in fo rc e  h is
u n fa l te r in g  view o f optim ism  re g a rd in g  th e  fu tu re  o f th e
American th e a t r e .  I t  i s  s tra n g e ly  i r o n ic  t h a t  j u s t  down
th e  s t r e e t  on th e  same even ing , W illiam  A. Brady, in  an
address to  A ctors E qu ity , was p re d ic t in g  th e  t o t a l  demise
44o f le g i t im a te  th e a t r e  w ith in  th re e  y e a rs .
In  1930, a f t e r ' c e le b ra t in g  the e x p ir a t io n  o f  h is  f ilm
42 The o r ig in a l  p ro d u c tio n  had Spencer Tracy in  a 
le a d in g  r o le .
43 New York Times, 13 January 1929, V I I I ,  p . 2.
44 Both speeches a re  reco rded  in  th e  New York Times,
24 March 1929, X, p . 2.
c o n t r a c t , 45 Davis tu rn ed  to  an unpublished  s to ry  by A. H.
Woods c a l le d  The Voice Over th e  Radio fo r  h is  n ex t s ta g e
46v e n tu re . He c a l le d  h is  v e rs io n  The N inth  G uest and 
opened i t  on 25 August a t  th e  E ltin g e  T h ea tre / where i t  
ran  fo r  seven ty-tw o perform ances. W illiam  C o u rtle ig h  
p layed  the  p iv o ta l  ro le  in  th e  p lay  in  which th e  "n in th  
gu est"  a t  a b iz a r r e  d in n er p a r ty  i s  Death. A m ystery- 
melodrama, the p ro d u c tio n  was s ta g e d  by Davis h im se lf .
The p lay  fe a tu re s  the  m ethod ica l ex te rm in a tio n  o f a group 
o f g u e s ts  m y ste rio u s ly  summoned to g e th e r  in  a remote 
house. This p lo t  was s t i l l  novel in  th e  e a r ly  1930's ,  and 
D avis' d ev ices  o f m ysterious te leg ram s and a th re a te n in g  
and m y stify in g  vo ice  over th e  ra d io  p re d ic t in g  murders met 
w ith  p o p u la r i n t e r e s t  and ap p lau se . A f te r  The N inth Guest 
c lo sed / a F la tb u sh  try o u t o f The W ife1s Away w ith  E l l i o t t  
Nugent opened and c lo sed  in  November o f 1930.
A s ta te m e n t by Percy Hammond from h is  New York 
Tribune column ty p if ie d  re a c t io n s  to  D avis ' n ex t p la y . He 
s a id :  "Owen D avis, who i s  known as a benign  r a th e r  than  a
fu r io u s  man, l e t s  the  whips o f a r ig h te o u s  e x a sp e ra tio n  
f a l l  w ith  co n s id e rab le  energy upon th e  'r a c k e t e e r , '  in  h is
45 A second cause fo r  c e le b ra t io n  was th e  m arriage  o f 
Owen D avis, J r .  to  th e  daugh ter of sportsm an G ran tland  
R ice . New York Tim es, 26 January  1929, p . 17.
46 owen D avis, The N inth  G uest (New York: Samuel 
F rench , 1932).
new p la y , J u s t  To Remind You. The New York Times con­
c u rre d , r e f e r r in g  to  J u s t  To Remind You^8 as a courageous, 
i f  o v e rly  m elodram atic to p ic a l  p lay  decry ing  gang ru le . '* 9 
In  f a c t ,  most o f th e  c r i t i c a l  re sponses  ag reed  t h a t  th e  
p o in t  o f view o f  the p lay w rig h t was adm irab le , even w hile 
the  p lay  was n o t . 98 With Paul K elly , S y lv ia  F ie ld ,  and 
Owen D avis, J r .  in  th e  c a s t  and the  in n o v a tiv e  Cleon 
Throckmorton d es ig n in g , the p lay  ran  fo r  only s ix te e n  p e r­
form ances a t  th e  B roadhurst T h ea tre . The c r i t i c s ,  n o tin g  
th e  s o c ia l  p o s i t io n  taken  by the  p la y w rig h t, saw in  the  
s ta n d  a new f a c e t  t o  h is  work. The f o r th r ig h t  w rath  and 
s a t i r i c  elem ents o f  th e  new p la y , unexpected from Davis/ 
seemed to  p u zz le  many jo u r n a l i s t s  who had p re v io u s ly  
la b e le d  Davis as a p a ss iv e  w r i te r ,  n o n p a r tisa n  and u n w ill­
ing  to  a t ta c k  s o c ia l  problem s in  p r i n t .  But i f  some 
approved o f h is  to p ic a l  a t ta c k  on lo c a l  c o r ru p tio n , most 
r e je c te d  th e  s c r i p t  i t s e l f .  The serm onizing p o s tu re , 
uncommon- and uncom fortab le fo r  th e  p la y w rig h t, r e s u l te d  in  
s u p e r f i c ia l  w r i t in g  in  many re s p e c ts .  The New York Times 
concluded th a t  in  D avis' fe rv o r  to  add ress a t ru e  s o c ia l
^  Percy Hammon, New York T rib u n e , 7 Septem ber 19 31 
(CF, LCTC).
^8 Owen D avis, J u s t  To Remind You (New York: F a r ra r  
and R in e h a rt, 1931).
49 New York Times, 8 September 19 31, p . 39.
50 Owen Davis r e fe r r e d  to  J u s t  To Remind You as h is  
"318th" p la y . New York Times, 6 September 1932, V II, p . 1.
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problem / the p lay w rig h t had re v e r te d  to  wooden s to ck  
p ie c e s  from an e a r l i e r  tim e/ fo rc in g  f a c i l e  c h a ra c te rs  
(such as th e  dewy lo v e rs  and the  in c re d ib ly  v i l la in o u s  
Judge H iggins) to  emerge in  l i e u  o f  the  more b e lie v a b le  
f ig u re s  o f  h is  re c e n t  e f f o r t s .
A p ro d u c tio n  o f The Harbor L ig h t a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f 
Iowa, which was su b seq u en tly  reworked fo r  Skowhegan, 
M aine,51 occupied  the  e a r ly  months o f 19 32. M e lv ille  Burke 
had w r i t te n  Ward Morehouse in  New York t h a t  th i s  p lay  had, 
in  h is  op in ion  an e x c e l le n t  fu tu re  on Broadway. Burns 
M antle, who had a lso  viewed th e  Maine p ro d u c tio n , was 
e x tra v a g a n t in  h is  p r a is e  fo r  th e  s c r i p t  and acknowledged 
th e  " p a r t ic u la r ly  re sp o n siv e  t r y o u t  audience" a t  
Skowhegan. A ctor-m anager Prank Conroy decided  to  buy the  
p ro p e r ty , b u t  no f u r th e r  t ra c e s  o f the work can be found; 
no New York p ro d u c tio n  o f The Habor L igh t i s  re c o rd e d .5^
C o lla b o ra tin g  w ith  h is  son Donald in  19 32, Davis p ro ­
duced a complex in te r p r e ta t io n  o f P e a r l  B uck's P u l i t z e r  
P riz e  novel, The Good E arth 55 as the  i n i t i a l  o f fe r in g  o f  
the T heatre  G u ild 's  f i f t e e n th  season in  New York. The
51 I t  was Skowhegan's f i r s t  p lay  p rem iere  o f th e  
1932 season .
5  ^ John B. Oblak, B ring ing  Broadway To Maine 
(T erre Haute, In d ian a : M oore-Langen), p . 90.
53 Owen and Donald D avis, "The Good E a r th ,"  1932
(UT, LCTC).
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p ro d u c tio n  opened on 17 O ctober under th e  le a d e rs h ip  o f the 
G u ild 's  P h i l ip  M oeller, Lawrence Langner, and Lee Simonson. 
In  th e  c e n tr a l  r o le  o f O-Lan was th e  R ussian  a c tr e s s  A lla  
Nazimova. Claude Rains and Sydney G re e n s tre e t  were among 
th e  o th e r  p rom inent p la y e rs  in  th e  la rg e  c a s t .  Davis and 
h is  son had sp e n t an e n t i r e  y e a r  p re p a rin g  th e  s c r i p t ,  
and everyone connected  w ith  th e  p ro d u c tio n  was o p t i fn is t ic  
abou t i t s  p ro s p e c ts . But c r i t i c a l  r e a c t io n  seemed to  in d i ­
c a te  t h a t  en thusiasm  fo r  th e  p r o je c t  had outw eighed ca re  
and though t; perhaps th e  n a r r a t iv e  sweep and pagean try  o f 
th e  novel proved to o  broad  to  be encompassed by th e  s ta g e . 
Although th e  D avises had succeeded adm irably  in  the realm  
o f c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  and in  adhering  to  the s p i r i t  o f  Miss 
B uck 's work, the  t o t a l  t r a n s i t i o n  in to  s ta g e  term s could  
n o t be r e a l iz e d ,  and the  p ro d u c tio n  f e l l  s h o r t  o f  i t s  aims.
Owen Davis c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  p ra is e d  the  c o n tr ib u ­
t io n  made by h is  son (making h is  Broadway debut) fo r  the 
a d a p ta tio n . A fte r  th e  p ro d u c tio n  re c e iv e d  good review s in  
P h ila d e lp h ia , i t  opened i t s  New York ru n . S ince th e  G uild  
s u b s c r ip t io n  s e r ie s  was n o t designed  to  accommodate 
ex tended  ru n s , The Good E arth  c lo sed  a f t e r  i t s  scheduled  
f i f t y - s i x  p e r fo rm a n c e s .^
In February  o f  1933, Ward Morehouse w ro te , "Owen Davis 
r o l l s  on—se re n e , con tinuous, r e c u r r e n t ,  in e v i ta b le .  H e 's
Ward M orehouse, "Broadway A fte r  Dark," New York
Sun, 6 February 19 33 (CF, LCTC).
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a fa c to ry , a foundry , a powerhouse, an American Edgar
55W allace, one o f  M anhattan 's m ajor i n d u s t r i e s .'1 Three 
p lays c o n s t i tu te d  the season o f 1933 fo r  D avis. A S a tu r­
day N ight champions th e  cause o f th e  American housew ife 
and re p re s e n ts  an o th e r a ttem p t by th e  p lay w rig h t to  c r e a te  
a s c r i p t  o f o p t im is t ic  re a lism  w hile  ad d ress in g  s o c ia l  
problem s. When R ichard  Lockridge reviev/ed t h i s  p lay  in  
th e  New York Sun, he c h a ra c te r iz e d  Davis as "always on the
C £s id e  o f  th e  an g e ls"  and p ra is e d  th e  warmth and w hat he 
c a l le d  th e  g e n tle  hum anity o f  the  s to r y .  O ther c r i t i c s  
agreed . J .  Brooks A tkinson c a l le d  i t  "a fam ily  p lay  by a 
fam ily  m an,"57 fe a tu r in g  decen t peop le  f u l l  o f good f e e l ­
in g . I t  opened on 28 February a t  th e  P layhouse and ran  
fo r  f o r ty  perform ances. Peggy Wood perform ed w ith  Owen 
D avis, J r . ,  in  th e  drama abou t a m idd le-aged  w ife  who 
p lans a s p e c ia l  c e le b ra t io n  o f h e r  b ir th d a y  w ith  h e r  
husband. In to  h e r  p lan s in tru d e  h e r s o n 's  b a s k e tb a ll  
in ju ry , h e r  t ip s y  d au g h te r, a form er s u i t o r ,  h e r  h u sband 's  
co n fess io n  o f an i n f i d e l i t y ,  and o th e r  f r u s t r a t in g  prob­
lem s. However, in  s p i te  o f a l l  the m ixups, the  w ife  con­
cludes t h a t  fam ily  i s  more im p o rtan t than  s e l f ,  and th e
55 Ward Morehouse, "Broadway A fte r  D ark," New York 
Sun, 6 F ebruary  1933 (CF, LCTC).
R ichard  L ockridge, New York Sun, 6 F ebruary  19 33 
(CF, LCTC).
57 j .  Brooks A tk in so n , New York T im es, 1 November
1933, p . 13.
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p lay  ends on a happy n o te . A S aturday  N igh t was d ire c te d  
by M e lv ille  Burke.
December 19 marked th e  opening o f  a s h o r t  run Of 
Jezebel^®  a t  th e  E th e l Barrymore T h ea tre . The b r i l l i a n t  
K atherine  C o rn e ll had been engaged to  p o r tra y  th e  Southern 
b e l l e ,  J u l i e  K endrick, and h e r  husband, th e  prom inent 
d i r e c to r  G u th rie  M cClintock, was re ta in e d  to  s tag e  the  
p ro d u c tio n . But m isfo rtu n e  p lagued  th e  p re p a ra tio n  of 
th e  p lay . Miss C o rn e ll was fo rced  to  w ithdraw  due to  a 
mixup in v o lv in g  p rev ious commitments and T a llu la h  Bankhead 
was secu red  fo r  th e  r o le .  When Miss Bankhead became i l l ,  
she was re p la c e d  w ith  Miriam Hopkins, a ls o  an experienced  
a c t r e s s .  Hopkins lacked  the p a s s io n  needed to  b r in g  o f f  
th e  s e l f i s h  h e ro in e . The r e s u l t  was a compromise and a 
sac ch a rin e  re w r it in g  o f  th e  p a r t  by D av is . 60
When Je z e b e l f in a l ly  opened, i t  proved "a s p e c ta c u la r  
f a i l u r e ."60 Only Percy Hammond responded p o s i t iv e ly  to  
Miss Hopkins in  the  t i t l e  r o l e ,  w h ile  the  o th e r  c r i t i c s  
saw h e r  in te r p r e ta t io n  as shallow  and u n in te r e s t in g .  
M agn ificen t s e t s  had been p rep ared  by Jo M elz iener, b u t in  
s p i te  o f the adm irable p ro d u c tio n  v a lu e s  and e f f e c t iv e
58 Owen D avis, " J e z e b e l,"  1933 (UT, LCTC).
50 The p lay w rig h t l a t e r  d e c la re d  th a t  o n ly  w ith  B e tte  
D avis ' Academy Award sc re en  p o r t r a y a l  in  19 38 d id  the  
"Jezeb e l"  th a t  he had o r ig in a l ly  w r i t te n  emerge.
60 Barry B. Witham, "The Dramaturgy o f Owen D av is ,"
p . 120.
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perform ances by su p p o rtin g  p la y e rs  l ik e  Joseph C o tten  and 
Owen D avis, J r .  to  Hopkins' now watered-down s i r e n ,  th e  
p lay  was n o t a su c c e ss . I t  ap p a ren tly  lacked  th e  sense  o f  
" ly r i c  v i r tu o s i ty "  n ecessary  to  c a p tu re  th e  s p i r i t  o f  the  
an te -b e llu m  South and D avis ' b e l le  became sim ply "a Bowery 
t r o l lo p  a t  h e a r t . "61
Helen D eutsch, in  h e r o b se rv a tio n s  on Je z e b e l in  th e  
New York H era ld -T rib u n e , p ra is e d  the  re se a rc h  and th e  two 
y ea rs  o f  c o n sc ie n tio u s  e f f o r t  th a t  had gone in to  the  
p re p a ra t io n  o f th e  s c r i p t .  Davis had more thoroughly  docu­
mented th e  background o f  t h i s  p lay  than  any he had done in  
the  p a s t .  Deutsch a lso  d e sc rib e d  some o f  th e  id e a s  th a t  
Davis to ld  h e r he had pondered b e fo re  h is  d e c is io n  to  
p la c e  h is  vamp on a Southern p la n ta t io n .  For example, he 
had co n sid ered  s e t t i n g  Je z e b e l in  r u r a l  New England and 
even in  I n d ia .62
The y e a r  o f 1933 a lso  i n i t i a t e d  D avis' most a c t iv e  
involvem ent in  th e  Lakewood T h ea tre  in  Skowhegan, Maine. 
Davis d e sc rib e s  th i s  o p e ra tio n  as the  o ld e s t  t h e a t r i c a l  
o rg a n iz a tio n  in  America? he sp en t every  summer th e re  from 
.1927 to  th e  end o f  h is  l i f e ,  ex cep t fo r  th e  war y e a rs .
John B. Oblak re co rd s  in  h is  h is to ry  o f th e  Lakewood
J .  Brooks A tk inson , New York Times, 20 December 
1933, p . 26.
62 Helen D eutsch, New York H era ld -T rib u n e ,
17 December 1933 (CF, LCTC).
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T hea tre  th a t  many o f  D avis' p la y s  had been p re se n ted  
th e re  p r io r  to  1933.63
On 9 August 1933, Davis su p e rv ise d  a p ro d u c tio n  of 
h is  p la y , S p e n d th r if t  Lady, th e r e ,  thus beg inn ing  a s e r ie s  
o f re g u la r  summer stock  v en tu re s  which p rov ided  him w ith  
enormous p e rso n a l p le a su re  and c r e a t iv e  r e la x a t io n .  D avis' 
love  fo r  th i s  summer r e t r e a t  i s  documented in  h is  au to b io ­
g ra p h ic a l accounts where he p rov id es  d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip tio n s  
o f  h is  many p le a s u ra b le  a c t i v i t i e s  th e re ,  and n o te s  th e  
valued  p ro fe s s io n a l  f r ie n d s h ip s  o f  many who jo in e d  him fo r  
summer r e s p i te  and ex p e rim e n ta tio n . W illiam  A. Brady,
Grace George, Groucho Marx, Max Gordon, Ed and Keenan Wynn, 
Humphrey B ogart, V incent P r ic e ,  C harles Coburn, Howard 
L indsey , and Dorothy S tickney  a re  only  a few of h is  s ta g e  
f r ie n d s  who became " re g u la rs "  a t  Skowhegan.
During the  p e r io d  from 1925 to  1941, th e  Lakewood 
T hea tre  o p e ra tio n  earned  th e  t i t l e  "Broadway in  Maine" and 
was one o f  the e a r l i e s t  and most im p o rtan t summer th e a t r e s  
in  America. H erb ert L indsey S w ett, who developed th e  Lake­
wood T h ea tre , had been born  in  Bangor, Maine, and had been 
a ch ildhood  playm ate o f  Owen D avis. When, in  1925, Howard 
Lindsey took ov er as d i r e c to r  and R obert Sparks took
63 John B. Oblak re co rd s  th a t  D avis' S inners had been
s tag ed  th e re  as e a r ly  as 1920. The Nervous Wreck and The 
Haunted House had both- appeared  in  th e  1925 season , and in  
1925, The Man Who F o rg o t. J u s t  To Remind You had been 
p re se n te d  in  1931, and The Harbor L igh t in  1932.
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c o n tro l  as manager and p u b l ic i ty  ag e n t, the th e a t r e  took 
on a new form, becoming a summer t ry o u t  c e n te r  fo r  New York 
s ta g e  p ro d u c tio n s  and a t h e a t r i c a l  colony o f  s in g u la r  
im portance to  the a c to r s ,  d i r e c to r s ,  p la y w rig h ts , and 
producers o f th e  Broadway th e a t r e .  Through L in d say 's  
a r t i s t r y  and th e  management and p u b l ic i ty  s k i l l s  o f  S parks, 
Lakewood f lo u r is h e d , a t t r a c t i n g  perfo rm ers and aud iences 
from a l l  over th e  co u n try . Of th e  t h e a t r e 's  s ig n if ic a n c e , 
Oblak reco rd s  t h a t ,  "W illiam  A. Brady, th e  famous t h e a t r i ­
c a l p ro d u cer, c a l le d  th e  Lakewood P la y e rs , '.one of th e  
f i n e s t  d ram atic  o rg a n iz a tio n s  he has ev e r seen in  some 
fo r ty  y e a rs  o f  c o n ta c t w ith  th e  t h e a t r e ' . "64 The Boston 
Evening American no ted  as e a r ly  as 1929 th a t  " th e  sm a rte s t 
o f  Gotham ite im p re ssa r io s  le a n  h e a v ily  upon Lakewood fo r  
t e s t ,  experim en t, and o f co u rse , f i n a l  d e c is io n ."65
The h ig h ly  c o n tro v e r s ia l  Hamlet, s tag ed  by Norman B el 
Geddes in  the  1928-1929 season  a t  Lakewood, p rov id ed  the 
k ind  o f se r io u s  n a t io n a l  re c o g n itio n  th a t  had been re q u ire d , 
and from th a t  p o in t  fo rw ard , th e  Skowhegan th e a t r e  complex 
rem ained a p o p u la r la b o ra to ry  fo r  p lay w rig h ts  t ry in g  o u t 
new s c r ip t s  fo r  New York.
A nother Boston jo u rn a l ,  th e  Boston Sunday G lobe, no ted  
the  keen d e s i r e  o f th e  New York a c to r  to  come to  Lakewood
64 John B. Oblak, B ring ing  Broadway To Maine (T erre  
H aute, In d ian a : M oore-Langen), p . 48.
65 'Ib id . , p . 49.
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and to  p a r t i c ip a t e  in  th e  p re s t ig io u s  company fo r  th e  
summer season:
I t  i s  no lo n g er n ecessa ry  to  seek a c to rs  o f
a b i l i t y  to  ta k e  p a r t  a t  Lakewood. To be
in v i te d  to  do so  i s  regard ed  by th e  p ro fe s s io n  
as a com pliment. I t  i s  im p o ssib le  to  c ra sh  
th e  g a te  in to  Lakewood. You've g o t to  be 
somebody in  th e  w orld  o f th e  s ta g e  and l e t t e r s  
in  o rd e r  to  g e t  th e r e .  N ea r-a c to rs  w aste tim e 
ap p ly in g . I t  i s  a r e a l  p layhouse , s ta g in g  the
b e s t  o f  p lay s  w ith  th e  b e s t  o f c a s t s . 60
The New York Times su p p o rted  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  as w e ll by
s t a t i n g ,  "There i s  perhaps no o th e r  th e a t r e  in  th e  coun try
(Broadway ex cep ted , o f  course) which i s  so swamped w ith  
a p p lic a t io n s  from a c to r s  fo r  a p la c e  in  the  company. "6 7 
I t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  Owen D avis ' p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  th e  
Lakewood program was co n s id e red  im p o rtan t. He had 
a p p a re n tly  ag reed  to  w r i te  a p la y  to  p rem iere  a t  Lakewood 
during  th e  1926 seaso n , The Man Who F o rg o t. Davis
a tten d ed  th e  opening on 21 June 1926 and was re p o r te d ly
d e lig h te d  w ith  the  a c to r s ,  environm ent, and th e  whole 
th e a t r e  colony.
In  1931 the  prom inent New York d i r e c to r ,  M e lv ille  
Burke became the managing d i r e c to r  o f Lakewood, thus 
enhancing i t s  magnetism and re p u ta t io n  even more. I t  was 
Burke who in tro d u ced  th e  p o lic y  o f  h i r in g  th e  c h i ld re n  of
Boston Sunday G lobe, 11 June 1927 (CF, LCTC). 
67' New York Tim es, 12 September 1927 (CF, LCTC) .
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e s ta b l is h e d  s ta g e  and sc reen  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  This device 
d id  much to  i n t e r e s t  th e  p u b lic  in  the  doings o f  th e  
th e a t r e  colony. I t  was a ls o  Burke who h ire d  Owen Davis,
J r .  as an a c to r  a t  Skowhegan. The com bination o f D avis, 
S r . ,  th e  p lay w rig h t, and D avis, J r . ,  th e  a c to r ,  marked 
th e  beginn ing  o f  a long a s s o c ia t io n  between th e  Lakewood 
P lay ers  and th e  D av ises.
Bums M antle once rem arked o f Lakewood th a t  he saw 
th e re  an in te r e s t in g  compromise between o ld  and new fo rc e s  
in  th e  th e a t r e  p ro fe s s io n . He saw in  Maine, he s a id ,  
"T heatre  people and p lay s  . . . b e ing  p re se n te d  under 
s tan d a rd s  o f  p ro d u c tio n  equal to  th o se  o f  th e  top th e a t r e s  
in  A m e r i c a . "68 Owen D avis ' work was e a g e rly  accep ted  fo r  
perform ance in  Skowhegan, and he seemed always ready  to  
experim ent a t  w hat h is  f r ie n d  W ill Rogers once c a l le d  "the 
b e s t  s tock  company in  A m erica ."69
To i l l u s t r a t e  th e  h igh  re g a rd  in  which D avis ' work was 
h e ld  by the management a t  Lakewood, two o f h is  p lay s  
(In d ian  Summer and Love and A ll T hat) were s e le c te d  fo r  
the  1939 season fo r  th e  ex p ress  purpose o f  com batting th e  
com petition  fe a re d  by th e  nearby W orld 's F a i r .  His p lay s  
jo in e d  s c r ip t s  l i k e  Our Town and You C a n 't  Take I t  With 
You to  h e lp  s u s ta in  a s u c c e s s fu l  summer seaso n . The
68 John B. Oblak, B ring ing  Broadway To Maine (T erre
H aute, Ind iana : M oore-Langen), p . 89.
69 I b id . , p . 91 .
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e f f o r t s  o f  Owen Davis and th e  developm ent o f th e  Lakewood 
T heatre  in  Skowhegan were complementary fo r  many y e a rs .
Meanwhile, du rin g  the  re g u la r  Broadway sea so n s , Davis 
con tinued  to  w r ite  as p r o l i f i c a l l y  as e v e r . He was quo ted  
in  1934 as being  hard  a t  work on what he term ed b o th  an 
Icebound and a Nervous Wreck type p la y . Aware t h a t  h is  
re c e n t  p r a c t ic e  had been su b s tan d a rd , he s a id  o f  h is  cu r­
re n t  e f f o r t s ,  "They must be good because i t  seems to  me
70alm ost time I  came up w ith  som ething w o rth w h ile ."  In  
s p i t e  o f t h i s , no s i g n i f i c a n t  p ro d u c tio n s  emerged from th e  
1934 season . Too Many Boats and Spring  F re sh e t bo th  suc­
cumbed q u ick ly  i n  New York. The form er, based  on C harles 
L. C l i f f o r d 's  n o v e l, s u f fe re d  from a lack  o f  u n ity  and 
c lo sed  a f t e r  on ly  one w eek 's  run . The p lay  was an o ther 
Yankee c h a ra c te r  study  f e a tu r in g  a hard  o ld  Maine m a tr ia rc h  
who in te r f e r e s  i n  the  l i f e  o f h e r  grandson. The New York 
Times c a l le d  i t  "a base  on b a l l s "71 fo r  D avis. The New 
York Sun's  R ichard  Lockridge saw co n s id e rab le  v i t a l i t y  in  
th e  c h a ra c te r s ,  b u t found l i t t l e  e l s e  good to  say abou t 
th e  p la y .7^
70 New York Sun, 7 F ebruary  19 34 (CF, LCTC).
71 New York Tim es, 12 September 1934, p . 26.
7  ^ R ichard L ockridge, New York Sun, 7 February 
1934 (CF, LCTC).
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Spring F re sh e t was more in t e r e s t i n g .  Davis claim ed to  
adm ire th i s  study  o f New England c h a ra c te rs  he had grown up 
o b serv in g . He d ire c te d  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f Spring  F re sh e t 
h im se lf , b u t i t  met w ith  c r i t i c a l  and p u b lic  in d if fe r e n c e . 
Percy Hammond adm itted  th a t  w h ile  Davis "knew h is  peop le" 
he had p a in te d  them awkwardly in  h is  s c r i p t . 73 Hammond 
a lso  f a u l te d  S pring  F re sh e t fo r  rem inding audiences t h a t  
" fa c ts  a re  poor s t o r y t e l l e r s  in  th e  t h e a t r e ."74 Emphasiz­
ing  th a t  a u th e n t ic i ty  o f d e t a i l  i s  n o t always synonymous 
w ith  d ram atic  t r u t h ,  Hammond found l i t t l e  p o s i t iv e  to  say 
on b e h a lf  o f  the new Davis p la y .
But Davis h im se lf  though t he had worked h is  way back 
in to  good form w ith  Spring  F re s h e t . Of i t ,  he s a id :  " I  am 
more en thused  abou t Spring F re sh e t than  any th ing  I 'v e  
w r i t te n  s in c e  Icebound. I  th in k  Spring  F re sh e t i s  a b e t t e r  
p lay . In  a way, i t ' s  a seq u e l to  Icebound, u sing  th e  same 
sm all town Maine lo c a le .  But th e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  d i f f e r e n t ,  
th e  tim e i s  tw elve y ea rs  l a t e r  and the grim  d e sp a ir in g  
n o te  o f Icebound has given way to  a more hopefu l and 
c h e e rfu l a tm osphere ."7^
Since i t s  re c e p tio n  rem ained te p id ,  th e  p lay  soon 
c lo se d . Although none o f h is  p lay s  gained  m ajor acclaim
73 Percy Hammond, New York H era ld , 5 O ctober 1934 
(CF, LCTC).
74 I b id .
75 A p la y b i l l  d a ted  January , 1934 (CF, LCTC).
on the s ta g e  in  1934, Davis had begun to  experim ent ag a in . 
One o f th e  a rea s  he found fa s c in a t in g  was th e  f i e l d  o f 
ra d io  drama. He c re a te d  a popu lar weekly s e r ie s  f o r  
P ro c to r and Gamble c a lle d  "The Gibson F am ily ."  This syn­
d ic a te d  s e r ie s  was a v a r ia t io n  on m usica l comedy and was 
produced in  co o p e ra tio n  w ith  A rthur Schwartz and Howard 
D ie tz . The program con tinued  fo r  th i r ty - n in e  w eeks, b u t  
echoing  h is  Hollywood e x p e rien ce , Davis grew weary o f  th e  
ra p id  r a te  a t  which the  new medium devoured m a te r ia l .
Soon h is  i n i t i a l  en thusiasm  faded , and he gave up a c t iv e  
p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  th e  developm ent of drama on th e  a i r .  His 
c o n v ic tio n  th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  must evolve more slow ly  than  
r a d io 's  demands cou ld  allow  p rec lu d ed  any f u r th e r  long­
term  i n t e r e s t  in  i t  fo r  h in .
Davis d id , however, g a in  s e v e ra l  v a lu ab le  s k i l l s  from 
h is  a ttem p ts  a t  w r i t in g  fo r  ra d io  a u d ien c es . He le a rn e d  
th a t  th e  slow er pace re q u ire d  fo r  t h i s  k in d  o f w r i t in g  
demanded a c le a r  l in e  o f a c tio n  and d is c ip l in e d  a r t i s t i c  
c o n tro l .  In a b ro ad er sen se , he d isco v ered  th a t  s in c e  
ra d io  was f r e e  and a lre a d y  in  the  home, i t  was a t h r e a t  
n o t on ly  to  th e  m ovies, b u t to  the  le g i t im a te  s ta g e  as 
w e ll . He concluded, however, t h a t  th e  f ilm  in d u s try  would 
f e e l  th e  im pact m ost, and l a t e r  p rophesied  t h a t  f i lm  and 
the  new medium o f  te le v is io n  would complement one a n o th e r. 
Thus D avis ' s h o r t  ten u re  in  ra d io  drama ta u g h t him firm er 
d i s c ip l in e  and fo rced  him to  re a s s e s s  h is  p o s i t io n  as a
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" y a rn s p in n e r ."
Meanwhile, Davis had begun c a r e fu l  p re p a ra t io n  upon 
h is  forthcom ing a d a p ta tio n  o f Ethan Frome. P robab ly , th i s  
work occupied much o f  h is  tim e du rin g  1935, fo r  he had no 
p lay s  produced du rin g  th a t  p e r io d . Ethan Frome was to  
prove D avis' b e s t  a d a p ta tio n  and p robab ly  h is  f i n e s t  work. 
I t  combined a l l  th e  s k i l l s  which th e  p lay w rig h t had been 
r e f in in g  fo r  alm ost fo r ty  y ea rs  in  th e  th e a t r e  and would 
p ro v id e  h is  most enduring  l i t e r a r y  monument.
Chapter IV
The F in a l  Twenty Years of th e  C areer o f Owen D avis: 
Ethan Frome (1936) to  His Death (1956)
In  19 35, Owen Davis was s ix ty -o n e  y e a rs  o ld . In  1934 
he had se a le d  a p a c t  w ith  E d ith  Wharton to  p re p a re  a s ta g e  
a d a p ta tio n  o f h e r  pow erful novel Ethan Frome. In  19 35 and 
1936 he and h is  son Donald undertook th i s  complex t r a n s l a ­
t io n .  Empathy w ith  the  New England c h a ra c te r s  was, o f 
co u rse , a s tro n g  c o n s id e ra tio n  in  h is  d e c is io n  to  work 
w ith  th e  Wharton m a te r ia l ;  b u t D avis ' ad m ira tio n  fo r  th e  
no v e l, in  s p i te  o f i t s  in h e re n t d e s p a ir ,  w ent much beyond 
sim ple k in sh ip  w ith  the  lo c a le .  Davis d e c la re d , " I 'd  
have done i t  [E than Frome] fo r  n o th in g . I  l.ike i t  t h a t  
much."'** The ad m ira tio n  was r e c ip ro c a l  on th e  p a r t  o f 
W harton. She had adm ired D avis ' Icebound; when Jed  H a rr is  
approached h e r  abou t a p o s s ib le  s tag ed  v e rs io n , she imme­
d ia te ly  su ggested  th a t  Owen Davis was th e  a p p ro p r ia te  
p lay w rig h t to  do th e  job .
New York Tim es, 9 September 19 34, IX, p . 1.
ltj.8
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Ethan Frome^ was n o t an easy d ra m a tiz a tio n . In f a c t ,  
th e  p re p a ra tio n  took over s ix te e n  months o f arduous la b o r . 
W harton’s novel does n o t lend  i t s e l f  w e ll to  a s tag ed  
tre a tm e n t. Much o f  th e  s t o r y 's  d e t a i l  i s  l e f t  to  th e  
r e a d e r 's  im ag in a tio n ; th e  d ram atic  c o n fro n ta tio n s  a re  
minimal and o f te n  to ld  by c h a ra c te r s  o th e r  than th e  c e n tr a l  
f ig u re s .  The problem  fa c in g  th e  Davises was t h a t  o f  how 
to  p re se rv e  th e  s im p lic i ty  and a u s te r i ty  o f  the novel and 
s t i l l  make i t  d ra m a tic a lly  w orkable. The p iv o ta l  charac­
t e r s  in  the novel a re  d e sc rib ed  and ta lk e d  abou t, b u t 
seldom speak fo r  them selves. M attie  S i lv e r ,  fo r  example, 
never a c tu a l ly  appears in  the book as a speaking  c h a ra c te r .  
This made the  ta s k  o f  th e  p lay w rig h t e s p e c ia l ly  d i f f i c u l t  
in  a ttem p tin g  to  d ev ise  a s c r i p t  which could  convey the  
honesty  o f  W harton 's c ry p tic  p lo t .
A fte r  p lay in g  to  e n th u s ia s t ic  audiences a t  P h i la ­
d e lp h ia 's  G arrick  T heatre  fo r  th e  th re e  months [p r io r  to  
i t s  o f f i c i a l  New York o p e n in g ], Ethan Frome opened in  New 
York on 21 January  a t  th e  N a tio n a l T h ea tre . D irec ted  by 
G uthrie  M cClintock and designed  by Jo M ie lz in e r , the  p lay  
fe a tu re d  P au lin e  Lord as the  c ru e l  and whining hypo­
chondriac  Zenobia, Ruth Gordon as M attie  S i lv e r ,  and 
Raymond Massey as the solemn E than. C r i t i c a l  r e a c tio n s  
ranged from " s in c e re ly  good" to  "m ag n ifice n t."  Even
2 Owen Davis and Donald D avis, Ethan' Frome (New 
York: C harles S c r ib n e rs ' Sons, 1936).
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J .  Brooks A tk inson , who had p re v io u s ly  ex p ressed  re se rv a ­
t io n s  about th e  s ta g e  a d a p ta b i l i ty  o f n o v e ls , adm itted  
th a t  th e  t r a n s f e r  in  th i s  case was no " s c is s o r s  and p a s te  
job , b u t s u p e r la t iv e ."  Davis had d e l ib e r a te ly  h e ld  
c lo se  to  th e  so u rc e , adding no new d ram atic  in c id e n ts .
This d e c is io n  proved v a l id ,  and the s tro n g  d ram a tic  con­
f ro n ta t io n s  su g g ested  in  th e  novel t r a n s la te d  e f f e c t iv e ly  
in to  d ia lo g u e . With Ethan Frome, Davis re g a in ed  much o f  
h is  waning s t a tu r e  as a w r i te r  o f s e r io u s  work. I t s  c r i t ­
i c a l  acclaim  and commercial p o p u la r i ty  made i t  one o f h is  
most s u c c e s s fu l p la y s .
Ethan Frome i s  s im ila r  in  many re sp e c ts  to  Icebound, 
D avis' f i r s t  experim ent in  s e r io u s  re a lism . Both a re  s e t  
in  Maine and bo th  em phasize man’s c o n f l i c t  w ith  th e  s o i l .  
Both p lay s  use th e  b leak  landscape as a p a r a l l e l  to  the 
s e v e r i ty  o f c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r s .  Ben and Jane in  Icebound 
and Ethan a re  comparable s in c e  the  p o te n t ia l  fo r  a k ind  
o f  re n a issa n c e  e x is t s  in  a l l  th re e  f ig u r e s .  The f a c t  th a t  
Ethan does n o t r e a l i z e  h is  p o te n t ia l  i s  p a r t  o f w hat makes 
th e  grim r e a l i t y  o f  th e  p lay  more c re d ib le .
The p lo t  of. E than Frome has Ethan trap p ed  by Zenobia, 
a harsh  and s e l f i s h  w ife . Her im aginary i l l n e s s e s  have 
fo rced  h e r  husband in to  an u n ten ab le  p o s i t io n  both  
f in a n c ia l ly  and p e r s o n a l ly . Although he i s  a young man,
3 J . Brooks A tk in son , New York T im es, 7 January 1936,
p . 24 .
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Frome has become a b i t t e r  farm er w ith  a jo y le s s  e x is te n c e . 
In to  th i s  s i tu a t io n  a r r iv e s  M attie  S i lv e r ,  Zenobia From e's 
co u s in , who has come to  h e lp  nu rse .Z een a . V ivac ious, warm 
and lo v in g , M attie  transfo rm s Ethan; b u t in  doing so she 
an tagon izes th e  je a lo u s  Zenobia, who a ttem p ts  to  d ism iss 
th e  younger woman. Ethan s tru g g le s  to  keep M a ttie , b u t 
h is  lo v e  fo r  h e r  c o n f l ic t s  w ith  h is  sense  o f duty to  h is  
w ife . The o b s ta c le s  to  t h e i r  love become so extrem e th a t  
Ethan and M attie  spon taneously  t r y  to  re so lv e  t h e i r  
dilemma in  a double s u ic id e .  Both su rv iv e  the  a tte m p t, 
b u t M attie  i s  c r ip p le d . Ethan i s  th en  l e f t  fa c in g  a b leak  
fu tu re ,  chained now to  two in v a l id s  fo r  the r e s t  o f  h is  
l i f e .  He c r ie s  in  d e s p a ir  as the  p lay  en d s, "The F rom es 're  
tough, I  guess. The d o c to r was s a y in 1 to  me on ly  the 
o th e r  day . . . 'F ro m e,' he s a y s , 'y o u ' l l  l i k e ly  touch a 
h u n d re d '." ^  The scene p ro v id es  a grim  and i r o n ic  conclu ­
s io n .
But in  Ethan Frome, as in  much o f D avis' more m ature 
work, the  p lo t  i s  n o t  th e  s c r i p t ' s  m ajor s t r e n g th .  I t  i s  
r a th e r  in  th e  developm ent and o rc h e s t r a t io n  o f a l l  th re e  
o f th e  p iv o ta l  c h a ra c te r s  t h a t  h is  e x c e lle n c e  as a s e r io u s  
w r i te r  o f re a lism  i s  b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e d .  E th a n 's  f r u s t r a ­
t io n  a t  h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  d e a l w ith  the  e th i c a l  and e n v iro n ­
m ental fo rc e s  which have produced h is  s i tu a t io n  fu rn ish e s
4 Owen D avis and Donald D a v is , Ethan Frome, E p ilo g u e .
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the  c e n tr a l  c o n f l i c t .  But Z eena 's  p i t i f u l  s t ru g g le  to  
c lin g  to  what l i t t l e  she has and M a t t ie 's  devo tio n  to  
Ethan p rov ide  a d d i t io n a l  e v o c a tiv e  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n s .  
W harton 's t a l e  o f  Ethan had moved D avis. He added n o th in g  
and changed very l i t t l e  beyond the  a c tu a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  
o f M a ttie , choosing r a th e r  to  d e v ise  te c h n ic a l  means 
(f la sh b a c k s , fo r  example) to  h e lp  th e  c h a ra c te rs  a r t i c u ­
l a t e  t h e i r  f e e l in g s .  In th e  Davis p la y , th e  d ia lo g u e  had 
to  do what pages o f s u b je c t iv e  t e x t  had done in  the  nov e l. 
In  o rd e r to  ach ieve  t h i s ,  Davis opens the  p la y  w ith  a s h o r t  
p ro logue showing a youth re n tin g  a wagon from o ld  Ethan fo r  
a t r i p  from S ta r k f ie ld  to  C arbury. A fte r  t h i s  e x p o s ito ry  
s e c tio n  in  which From e's c o n d itio n  i s  re v e a le d , Davis moves 
in to  th e  e a r l i e r  p e r io d , im m ediately  p r io r  to  th e  a r r i v a l  
o f M attie  S i lv e r .  The a c tio n  then  u n fo ld s  s e q u e n tia l ly  
through th e  s u ic id e  a tte m p t, le a v in g  an ep ilo g u e  to  
d e sc r ib e  th e  h o rro r  o f the  a b o r tiv e  d ea th  r id e  on the 
m oon lit h i l l s i d e .  This d e c is io n  to  move away from a sim ple 
e m u la t iv e  r e t e l l i n g  o f  th e  t a l e  i s  one o f  th e  m ajor 
f a c to r s  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  th e  s c r i p t ' s  success on th e  s ta g e .
But i t  i s  th e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l exam ination  o f th e  m otiva­
t io n s  o f  th re e  p ro found ly  p a in ed  human beings t h a t  e le v a te s  
th e  p lay  above h is  p rev io u s work. Ethan i s  caused to  come 
f u l l  c i r c le  b e fo re  th e  f i n a l  r e s o lu t io n  o f th e  s to r y .  He 
i s  em b itte red  and in  d e s p a ir  b e fo re  he i s  tran sfo rm ed , even 
t r a n s f ig u re d , by M a tt ie 's  lo v e . B ut through a c ru e l
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P rovidence , h is  consummate d e s tin y  i s  an even deeper 
d e sp a ir  than  th a t  from which he had emerged. E arly  in  
th e  p la y , h is  a ttem p ts  to  endure h is  l i f e  w ith  Zenobia 
p rov ide  Ethan w ith  a k ind  o f  s to ic  n o b i l i ty .  Never a 
com plainer in  s p i t e  o f h is  m isery , he i s  convinced t h a t  
he i s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  r o le  in  l i f e .  His dogged 
f i d e l i t y  to  h is  p a c t  w ith  Zeena and th e  b i t t e r  r e a l i t y  
o f h is  p o v erty  a re  sim ply , to  him, u n a l te ra b le  t ru th s  o f 
h is  e x is te n c e . But w ith  the  a r r i v a l  of M attie  S i lv e r ,  
Ethan d isco v e rs  a s id e  o f  h im se lf which had been long 
submerged, even fro z e n . He ex p resses  the  joy o f  h is  
d isco v ery  to  M a ttie , " I  w ant to  do fo r  you and ca re  fo r  
you l ik e  you need! I  want to  p u t o u t my hand and touch 
you . . .  I  want to  be th e re  i f  y o u 'r e  s ic k  and when 
y o u 'r e  lonesom e."5 But even h is  devo tio n  to  th e  e f f e r ­
v e sc en t M attie  f a i l s  to  allow  him th e  freedom o f s p i r i t  
to  thw art h is  w ife , h is  P u r i ta n ic a l  m o ra li ty , and the  
s o i l ,  a l l  o f which have combined to  subdue him. He 
accep ts  th e  w orld  and what i t  b rin g s  to  him. P o ssess in g  
a c a p a c ity  to  endure in  the face  o f  h a rd sh ip , he re fu s e s  
to  a c t  in  any p o s i t iv e  way to  escape h is  en trapm en t.
Zenobia re p re s e n ts  th e  dark , a n ta g o n is t ic  fo rc e s  
which l im i t  E th a n 's  f re e  cho ice . Wharton d e sc r ib e s  h e r  
as a " r a th e r  drab and hum orless woman," who by h e r  own
5 Owen D avis and Donald D a v is , Ethan Frome, A ct I I .
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v ic io u sn e ss  and s e l f i s h  hypochondria p re v en ts  E th a n 's  
e scap e . L ike the  b i t t e r  New England lan d scap e , she i s  
r e l e n t l e s s .  Her c ru e lty  seems alm ost im personal and 
in h e re n t to  h er n a tu re . This makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  
id e n t i f y  h e r a c tio n s  as m a tte rs  o f  p e rso n a l ch o ice .
D avis' Zeena, le s s  s ta rk ly  e v i l  than  the  model p rov ided  
by W harton, seems a more human c r e a t io n .  She can "decide 
to  be p a th e t ic "  a t  w i l l ,  o r  she can be r e l e n t l e s s ly  firm  
w ith  the  d e c la ra t io n  th a t  "w hatever happens, she a i n ' t  to  
be l e f t  alone."®  Her m alad ies do n o t ren d e r h e r  in e f f e c ­
tu a l ,  however. In  many r e s p e c ts ,  she i s  th e  s t ro n g e s t  
c h a ra c te r  in  the  p la y . She i s  c e r ta in ly  th e  most w i l l f u l  
and most re s o u rc e fu l .  T h is , coupled w ith  h e r  c le v e r  
'capac ity  fo r  tu rn in g  even ts  to  h e r  own advan tage , 
e s p e c ia l ly  when she can work on E th a n 's  sen se  o f  g u i l t ,  
makes h e r  a form idable ad v e rsa ry . When Ethan courageously  
co n fro n ts  h e r  w ith  h is  dream o f  a " f re sh  s t a r t "  and 
ex p resses  h o n est w illin g n e s s  to  l iv e  up to  h is  vow o f 
see in g  h e r cared  fo r  (even o f fe r in g  h e r  th e  m il l  and farm 
which he had s tru g g le d  so long to  k e e p ) , she crushes him; 
and in  a f i n a l  a c t  o f c ru e l  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  i n i t i a t e s  the 
d ism is sa l o f M attie  S i lv e r .  W ell aware o f  the s tre n g th  o f 
h e r  claim s on E than, she w ishes to  d e s tro y  fo r  a l l  tim e 
any hope Ethan may have fo r  a l i f e  t h a t  does n o t  in c lu d e
® Owen Davis and Donald D a v is , Ethan Frome, A ct I I .
dependence on h e r . She can succeed s in c e  she l iv e s  in  a 
P u r i ta n ic a l  w orld  which supp o rts  th e  s u p e r f i c i a l  d isp la y  
o f  th e  trap p in g s  o f  s o c ia l  r e s p e c ta b i l i ty .  She uses th i s  
to  r e s t r a i n  h e r d e sp e ra te  husband: " I f  you g o t any sen se  
a t  a l l —you ' 11 buckle  down and tend  to  your b u s in e ss  and
n
s to p  a l l  th is  s t u f f  and n onsense ."  The " s tu f f  and 
nonsense/"  as Zenobia views i t  from h e r  th re a te n e d  p o s i­
t io n ,  i s  n o t only  E th a n 's  d e s i r e  fo r  M a ttie , b u t  a lso  any 
glimmer o f hope fo r  a b e t t e r  l i f e .  C onfiden t o f h e r  power, 
Zenobia even d e l ib e r a te ly  leav es th e  two a lone  to g e th e r  in  
o rd e r  to torm ent Ethan f u r th e r  w ith  th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f 
what m ight have been . The red  d is h , broken in  h e r  absence, 
was sa c re d  ( l ik e  o th e r  o f h e r  " th in g s" ) to  Zenobia, t h a t  
i s  to  say , n o t to  be used . Perhaps th e  on ly  t r u ly  sym­
p a th e t ic  moment p rov ided  fo r  h e r in  th e  e n t i r e  s c r i p t  
comes when she c r ie s  in to  h e r  wedding d re ss  a f t e r  co n fro n t­
ing  M attie ; t h i s  image i s  an a d d itio n  by Davis to  make h e r  
seem more human perhaps.
C on trary  to  Zenobia, M attie  S i lv e r  i s  open, can d id , 
and s e l f - e f f a c in g ,  and p o ssesses  in  abundance the  q u a l i ty  
which Zeena thorough ly  la c k s ,  joy . Her y o u th fu l exuberance 
has n o t been d u lle d  by h e r  c o n d itio n  in  l i f e ,  even though 
h e r poverty  i s  eq u a l to  th a t  o f any c h a ra c te r  in  th e  drama. 
She k in d le s  in  Ethan n o t on ly  p e rso n a l rom antic  y e a rn in g s , 
b u t a more o p t im is t ic  w orld view. M attie  i s  com pelling
7 Owen D avis and Donald D a v is, Ethan Frome, A ct I I .
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because o f h e r  n a iv e te  and h e r  candor/ which a re  r e lu c ta n t  
to  y ie ld  to  th e  f r i g i d  Maine env irons and th e  a d v e rs i ty  and 
meanness o f  Zenobia Frome. She i s ,  in  f a c t ,  so open in  h e r 
b ehav io r th a t  some c r i t i c s  have in te r p r e te d  h e r  as unduly 
fo o l is h .  But g iven  h e r age, h e r  background, and th e  s i t u a ­
t io n  in to  which she f a l l s ,  h e r  a c tio n s  do n o t appear incon­
s i s t e n t  w ith  h e r  p e r s o n a l i ty  as bo th  Wharton and Davis 
draw i t .
R e le n tle s s  i s  a word which has o f te n  been used to  
d e sc r ib e  the p l o t  o f  Ethan Frome. Never b e fo re  had Davis 
more e f f e c t iv e ly  o rd e red  h is  a c tio n  and used the  l in e a r  
c a u s e -a n d -e f fe c t dev ices o f th e  New R ealism . The re a d e r  
i s  aware a t  th e  o u ts e t  how i l la d v is e d  i s  th e  co u rse  o f  
a c tio n  which Ethan and M attie  decide  to  fo llo w . A k in d  of 
f a t a l i s t i c  p a l l  s e t t l e s  on th e  p lay  q u i te  e a r ly  in  th e  
f i r s t  a c t .  The a c tu a l  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  th e  two i s  developed 
slow ly and w ith  s u b tle  touches and e ru p ts  in to  p a ss io n  only  
in  th e  moments im m ediately p r io r  to  th e  mounting o f  th e  
toboggan in  a p e rv e r te d  d e s ir e  fo r  r e le a s e  through d ea th .
Davis used v is u a l  dev ices to  complement r a th e r  than  to 
re p la c e  o th e r  e lem en ts . Through th e  pow erful c o n tr ib u tio n  
o f  d e s ig n e r Jo M ie lz in e r , Davis found new ways to  em phasize 
i n t e r i o r  t ru th s  by means o f profound v is u a l  im ages. The 
v is u a l  comes to  th e  f ro n t  in  th i s  p lay  p a r t i a l l y  because o f  
the  n a tu re  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  them selves. S ince they  a re  
r e t i c e n t ,  i t  i s  n ecessa ry  to  employ h ig h ly  s p e c i f ic  s ta g e
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d ir e c t io n s  to  a s su re  m eaningful perform ance v a lu e s . The 
s u b te x t ,  th e  unspoken d ia lo g u e , i s  a s ig n i f i c a n t  p a r t  o f  
the  p l a y 's  a c t io n . Much o f  the  power o f the p lay  stem s 
from D avis ' c a p a c ity  fo r  the dem onstra tion  o f em otion in  
v i s c e r a l  term s. Zeena il lu m in a te d  in  th e  doorway upon 
Ethan and M a t t ie 's  g u i l ty  re tu rn  a f t e r  th e  dance i s  a good 
example o f t h i s ;  i t  re p re se n ts  a scene re m in isc e n t in  form 
of the  o ld  "breakthrough" moments in  melodrama. A more 
c u l t iv a te d  t a s t e  now allow ed him to  in c o rp o ra te  such 
sc e n ic  dev ices to  m eet th e  s p e c i f ic  demands o f  a more 
s o p h is t ic a te d  g en re . I t  was n o t u n t i l  th e  Wharton 
a d a p ta tio n  th a t  Davis was ab le  to  succeed in  wedding p l o t ,  
c h a ra c te r ,  and s p e c ta c le .
S upporting  c h a ra c te r s  a re  w e ll drawn in  Ethan Frome, 
b u t tend  to  p a le  b e fo re  th e  power o f th e  c e n tr a l  trium ­
v i r a t e .  The o th e r  f ig u re s  in  the  p lay  p r im a r ily  fu rn ish  
a p a r t  o f th e  background a g a in s t  which E than, M a ttie , and 
Zeena fu n c tio n . D enis, fo r  example, i s  a "sn ap p ie r"  v e r­
s io n  of a young E than, Ed i s  a s te r e o ty p ic a l  p r o te c t iv e  
f a th e r ,  and Jotham , th e  " h a lf  a handyman," a p ro v id e r  o f 
l im ite d  comic r e l i e f  in  the manner o f th e  o ld  melodrama 
humours com edians.
D avis' e a r  f o r  d i a le c t s  .and h is  d e x te r i ty  a t  re c o rd ­
in g  speech p a t te rn s  enab le  him to  c r e a te  in  Ethan Frome a 
language r ic h  in  rhythm and c o l lo q u ia l  usage . A voiding 
na ive  symbols and expansive m etaphors, Davis c re a te d  a
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c re d ib le  d ic t io n  which complemented h is  theme o f re p re s ­
s io n  and en trapm ent.
Ethan Frome was as n ea r as Owen Davis was e v e r a b le  
to  come to  a m eaningful b a lan ce  of th e  a r t  and th e  c r a f t  
o f  th e a t r e  and th e  co a lescen ce  o f a u ra l  and v is u a l  elem ents 
i n  t h e a t r i c a l  p ro d u c tio n . With i t s  m aste rly  dem onstra tion  
o f complex c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  th i s  s c r i p t  proved h is  most 
rem arkable c o n tr ib u t io n  to  contem porary th e a t r e .  Joseph
p
Wood Krutch c a l le d  Ethan Frome "overwhelm ingly p o w erfu l."  
C r i t i c s  fo r  most o f  th e  m ajor jo u rn a ls  h asten ed  to  agree 
w ith  t h i s  pronouncem ent.
Davis claim ed c r e d i t  fo r  " la y in g  o u t"  the  m anuscrip t 
fo r  Ethan Frome, b u t he was qu ick  to  acknowledge th e  con­
t r ib u t io n  of h is  son , Donald. The s e n io r  Davis had 
focused  h is  a t t e n t io n  on p l o t  c o n s tru c tio n  and c h a ra c te r  • 
m o tiv a tio n . Donald, the  o ld e r  man a s s e r te d ,  d id  the  m ajor 
sh a re  o f  the  work in  th e  a rea s  o f  d ia lo g u e  and s t y l e .  Owen 
Davis p robab ly  ex ag g era ted  h is  s o n 's  c o n tr ib u t io n s .  In 
an a ttem p t to  e v a lu a te  h is  s o n 's  approach to  th e  m a te r ia l ,  
Davis remarked:
My son, you know, i s n ' t  w hat y o u 'd  c a l l  a 
commercial p la y w rig h t. H e's in te r e s te d  more 
in  what he has to  say than  in  how the  p u b lic  
w i l l  re c e iv e  i t ,  b u t  I 'v e  never managed to 
ach ieve  th a t  degree o f  o b je c tiv e n e s s  in  my 
v iew p o in t. Perhaps t h a t 's  th e  r e s u l t  o f
8 Joseph Wood K rutch, N a tio n , 5 February  1936,
pp. 167-168.
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Qmy term  as company manager.
Mrs. Wharton spoke in  glowing term s o f  th e  l i f e  which 
had been b re a th e d  in to  h e r  New E n g lan d ers . The p lay  was 
nom inated fo r  a P u l i t z e r  P riz e  in  a season  which had 
b o as ted  Maxwell Anderson’s l y r i c a l  tragedy  W in te rse t and 
R obert Sherw ood's I d i o t 's  D e lig h t, which won th e  award. 
Ethan Frome was th e  clim ax o f  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  c a re e r .
The rem aining y ea rs  o f  h is  l i f e  were dom inated by a b o r tiv e  
c r e a t iv e  e f f o r t s  and in c re a s in g ly  i l l  h e a l th .
Ethan Frome c a p tu re s  even more a p t ly  than  The Detour 
and Icebound th e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l nuances o f  environm ent and 
i t s  in f lu e n c e s  on th e  c h a ra c te rs  enmeshed in  i t .  Few 
o th e r  p lay w rig h ts  have been in  a b e t t e r  p o s i t io n  to  
em pathize w ith  a n o v e l i s t .  Both Icebound and Ethan Frome, 
as s e r io u s  dramas o f  th e  New R ealism , dem onstra te  a k in sh ip  
w ith  th e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l themes o f E d ith  W harton 's no v e l. 
D avis ' Maine upb ring ing  and h is  u n d erstan d in g  o f  people 
l i k e  E than, Zeena, and M attie  allow ed him to  t r a n s l a t e  
W harton 's novel more h o n e s tly  perhaps them any o th e r  work 
o f h is  c a re e r .  D avis ' d e d ic a tio n  o f th e  p la y  re a d s , "To 
E d ith  Wharton—We d e d ic a te  t h i s  a ttem p t to  t r a n s l a t e  in to  
our own medium th e  s to ry  she has to ld  so b e a u t i f u l ly  in  
h e r s ."10
0 George Ross, "So This Is  Broadway," New York World- 
Telegram , 24 January  1936 (CF, LCTC).
10 Owen Davis and Donald D avis, Ethan Frome, Foreword.
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When Wharton f i r s t  read  th e  p lay  v e rs io n , she 
responded , " I  found m yself th in k in g  a t  every  page, ’Here 
a t  l e a s t  i s  a new le a s e  o f l i f e  fo r  E th a n , ' and th e  
d iscovery  moved me more than I  can sa y ."11
She l a t e r  con tinued  h e r  p r a is e  s t a t in g :
I  im agine few have had th e  luck  to  see th e  cha r­
a c te r s  they  had im agined in  f i c t i o n  tra n sp o r te d  
to  th e  s ta g e  w ith o u t lo s s  o r  a l t e r a t i o n  o f any 
s o r t .  I  should  l ik e  to  re c o rd  h e re  my a p p re c ia ­
t io n  o f  th i s  unusual achievem ent and my p ro fe s ­
s io n a l  ad m ira tio n  fo r  th e  g r e a t  s k i l l  and 
e x q u is i te  s e n s i t iv e n e s s  w ith  which my i n t e r ­
p r e te r s  have execu ted  th e i r  t a s k . 12
The a r t i s t i c  co o p e ra tio n  between the two a r t i s t s  was a 
unique example o f  r e s p e c t  and ad m ira tio n  among a u th o rs .
The s ta g e  v e rs io n  o f Ethan Frome rem ains a p o p u la r p ro p e rty  
today and i s  perform ed fre q u e n tly  in  th e a t r e s  around th e  
w orld . 13
11 Owen Davis and Donald D avis, Ethan Frome, Foreword.
^  Ib id .
12 As w ith  much o f  th e  work o f  Owen D avis, l a t e r
in te r p r e ta t io n s  appeared . There was an e x c e l le n t  B e tte  
Davis f ilm  and s e v e ra l  Off-Broadway r e v iv a ls  o f  Ethan 
Frome. But a 1965 te le v is io n  a i r in g  o f  The DuPont Show 
o f  th e  Month became an o b je c t  o f  g r e a t  c o n tro v e rsy , 
ending in  a h e a te d  c o u r t  b a t t l e .  The t e le v i s io n  ad ap ta ­
t io n  was a p p a re n tly  a f l a g r a n t  in frin g em en t on D av is ' 
co p y rig h t. Donald D avis, as h is  f a t h e r 's  e x e c u to r , chose 
to  pursue the  v io la t io n  w ith  th e  same k in d  o f zea l th a t  
had c h a ra c te r iz e d  h is  f a th e r 's  s t ru g g le s  fo r  th e  r ig h ts  
o f a u th o rs . Once ag a in , th e  Davis i n t e r e s t s  p re v a i le d  
and served  to  he lp  c l a r i f y  through l i t i g a t i o n  th e  le g a l  
p o s i t io n  of A m erica 's  d ra m a tis ts .  A summary a r t i c l e  may 
be found in  th e  New York Times, 20 August 1965, p . 43.
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Ethan Frome c o n s t i tu te d  D avis' o n ly  im p o rtan t con­
t r ib u t io n  to  th e  th e a t r e  scene in  New York fo r  th e  nex t 
s e v e ra l  y e a rs . With the  ex cep tio n  o f a p ro d u c tio n  in  
September o f 1937 o f  a m usical p lay  w ith  Laurence 
S ta l l in g s  c a l le d  V irg in ia , D avis ' n ex t th re e  y ea rs  were 
devoted alm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  to  summer p ro d u c tio n s  in  Lake­
wood, Maine. V irg in ia  d id  secu re  a New York m ounting. I t  
had emerged from s p e c ia l  funding p rov ided  by th e  Rocke­
f e l l e r s  and was p re se n te d  a t  the  cavernous C en ter T h ea tre . 
B ille d  as an American m usical romance, the  p lodd ing  book 
d e ta i le d  th e  adven tu res  o f  the  t h e a t r e 's  p io n e e rin g  Hallam 
fam ily  in  W illiam sburg , V irg in ia . A rthu r Schwartz p ro ­
v ided  th e  sc o re  and Lee Simonson th e  s e t s .  Both o f  th e se  
a sp e c ts  o f  the  p ro d u c tio n  earned  h igh  c r i t i c a l  p r a is e ,  as 
d id  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  th e  la rg e  c a s t ,  which in c lu d ed  Gene 
L ockhart, N igel B ruce, and the  e b u l l i e n t  John B ubbles. 
Recognizing th a t  h is  book was underm ining th e  p o te n t i a l  
fo r  the p ro d u c tio n , Davis c lo sed  the  show and a ttem p ted  
a thorough r e v is io n . He then  reopened i t  i n  O ctober o f  
th e  same seaso n . But the  book was c a l le d  to  ta s k  fo r  a 
second tim e, and th e  show was fo rced  to  c lo se  fo r  good.
O utside o f  New York, one o f th e  Lakewood v en tu re s  
th a t  y e a r , c a l le d  Two Time Mary, had been p re d ic te d  to  
have th e  h i la r io u s  p o te n t ia l  o f  The Nervous Wreck. In
14 New York T im es, 12 September 1937 (CF, LCTC).
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one week over 6,500 peop le  saw the  new p la y , in c lu d in g  
Burns M antle and r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  th e  S hubert o f f i c e s ,  
b u t no f u r th e r  p ro d u c tio n s  m a te r ia l iz e d .
By 19 38, D avis, now s ix ty - f o u r  y ea rs  o f  age, had 
d ec lin ed  in  h e a l th .  His eyes were f a i l i n g ,  and in te r n a l  
d iso rd e rs  p lagued  him c o n s ta n t ly . On 1 January  19 39 he 
e n te re d  New Y ork 's  Lennox H o sp ita l in  a s e r io u s  cond i­
t io n .  He was con fin ed  th e re  fo r  f iv e  months. A fte r  h is  
re le a s e  and an unduly s h o r t  re c u p e ra tiv e  p e r io d , he 
a p p lied  h im se lf  w ith  renewed v ig o r  to  s to c k  p ro d u c tio n s  
and w hat he co n s tru ed  as th e  l i g h t e r  p re ssu re s  o f the 
Lakewood th e a t r e .
Ind ian  Summer, ^  Love and A ll T h a t, and L e t 's  Never 
Change were produced d u rin g  th i s  p e r io d , b u t  none a t t r a c te d  
s u f f i c ie n t  a t t e n t io n  to  w a rra n t a New York p ro d u c tio n .
In  f a c t ,  Love and A ll That drew some o f  th e  most n eg a tiv e  
re a c tio n s  o f  D avis ' l a t e r  c a re e r .  B illb o a rd  and V arie ty  
had bo th  s e n t  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  to  Maine. The p lay  was 
accused o f  be ing  so " s tra w -h a t"  t h a t  i t  was beneath  th e  
le v e l  of s e r io u s  c o n s id e ra tio n . The p lay  la s te d  on ly  
e ig h ty  m inutes and demanded such a b ru p t and unm otivated  
a c tio n  th a t  i t  met w ith  l i t t l e  p o s i t iv e  re sp o n se  o f  any 
k ind , even a t  Skowhegan, where Davis was immensely
15 Owen D a v is , Ind ian  Summer (New York: Samuel French,
1 9 4 0 ).
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1p o p u la r. °
The amount o f  work undertaken  by Davis a t  t h i s  time 
proved to  be o v e rin d u lg en t f o r  a s ic k  man, and he was soon 
fo rced  to  r e tu rn  to  the  h o s p i ta l .  But by 1941, he once 
again  f e l t  s tro n g  enough to  undertake  s e v e ra l  new p r o je c ts .  
In  the  e a r ly  p a r t  o f  th e  y e a r , he became e n th u s ia s t ic  about 
the  escapades o f th e  f i c t i o n a l  d e te c t iv e  team o f  Mr. and 
Mrs. N orth . These adven tu res by P rances and R ichard  Lock- 
r id g e  had long been a p o pu lar f a v o r i te  in  The New Yorker 
m agazine. L ockridge , a t  t h a t  tim e a drama c r i t i c  fo r  th e  
New York Evening Sun, was an o ld  acqua in tan ce  o f D a v is '. 
When the  p lay w rig h t ex p ressed  the  b e l i e f  to  Lockridge th a t  
the alm ost f o r ty  s t o r i e s  m ight adap t w e ll fo r  th e  s ta g e , 
an agreem ent was reached  a llow ing  Davis to  a ttem p t th e  
p ro je c t .
1 7Mr. and Mrs. N orth , ' a high comedy-mystery p lay  
based p r im a rily  on "The N orths Meet M urder," was t r i e d  o u t 
su c c e s s fu lly  in  Maine. I t  was th en  b rough t to  Broadway a t  
the B elasco T h ea tre  on 12 January  1941. S taged by A lfred  
DeLiagre and designed  by M ie lz in e r , . th e  p ro d u c tio n  caught 
the  fancy o f many o f  th e  c r i t i c s .  The d izzy  s le u th s ,
John B. Oblak, B ring ing  Broadway To Maine (T erre 
Haute, In d ian a : M oore-Langen,• ) ,  p . 119.
1^ Owen D a v is , Mr. and Mrs. North (New York: Samuel
French, 1 9 4 1 ).
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J e r ry  and Pam ela, were p o rtra y e d  by A lb e r t H ackett and 
Peggy C o n k lin .* 8 Owen D avis, J r .  f i l l e d  a su p p o rtin g  r o le ,  
and an a t t r a c t i v e  assem blage o f prom inent New York p la y e rs  
made up th e  r e s t  .-of th e  c a s t .
R ichard  W atts o f  th e  H erald -T ribune p ra is e d  th e  ch a r­
a c t e r i z a t i o n , ^  and the  Sun's  H errick  Brown saw th e  whole
20evening as " e n te r ta in in g  and b re e z y ."  T re a tin g  murder 
as a s u b je c t  f o r  comedy had come in to  vogue in  the  e a r ly  
1 9 4 0 's . Mr. and Mrs. N orth opened w ith in  two weeks of 
A rsen ic  and Old L ace, th u s  p ro v id in g  1941 w ith  two m ajor
s tag e  su ccesses  b u i l t  on l ig h th e a r te d  d ea lin g s  w ith
m urder. J .  Brooks A tk inson  was one c r i t i c  who rem ained 
s k e p t ic a l  abou t t h i s ,  b u t  s in c e  A rsen ic  and Old Lace 
f i n a l l y  s u s ta in e d  a run  o f a lm ost 1,500 perfo rm ances, h is  
concern abou t th e  g r i s l y  s u b je c t  m a tte r ' was a p p a re n tly  
n o t shared  by th e a tr e g o e r s .  The Davis p lay  had an engage­
ment o f 163 perfo rm ances. L a te r  th e  p lay  was expanded 
in to  a very  p o p u la r ra d io  s e r i e s ,  a te le v is io n  s c r i p t ,  
and a sequence o f  e n te r ta in in g  Hollywood f i lm s .
Mr. and Mrs. .N orth d id  have a m ajor t r a g ic  o v e rto n e ,
-1-8 Davis had approached Ruth Gordon about th e  p a r t  o f 
Pamela, b u t was unab le  to  secu re  h e r  fo r  i t .  The l a t e r  
f i lm  v e r s io n s , which were a lso  s c r ip te d  by D avis, fe a tu re d  
G racie A llen  as th e  indom itab le  f irs . N orth .
H errick  Brown, New York Sun, 13 January  1941 (CF,
LCTC).
20 R ichard W atts, New York H era ld -T rib u n e, 13 January
1941, p . 23.
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however. I t  marked the  l a s t  s ta g e  appearance fo r  Owen 
D avis, J r . ,  who l a t e r  d ied  in  a b iz a r r e  y ac h tin g  
a c c id e n t .21 The p lay  a lso  re p re se n te d  the s e n io r  D av is ' 
l a s t  s u b s ta n t ia l  s u c c e s s fu l  p la y . Up to  t h i s  p o in t ,  Owen 
Davis had managed to  p re s e n t  a t  l e a s t  one p lay  o r  more on 
Broadway fo r  a lm ost f o r ty  y e a rs . But the e f f o r t s  which 
fo llow ed Mr. and Mrs. North were sad shadows o f  w hat had 
gone b e fo re .
Follow ing a b r i e f  so jo u rn  back a t  Skowhegan as th e  
war y ea rs  began, Davis undertook an a d a p ta tio n  o f  R ichard  
S h a ttu c k 's  novel (w ith re g a rd s  to  Lewis C a r r o l l ) ,  The 
Snark Was a Boojum. This comedy about pregnancy proved 
to  be an incom prehensib le  m ix tu re  o f  s ty le s  which succeeded 
only  in  p u zz lin g  au d ien ces. A f te r  f iv e  even ings, i t  c lo se d .
A Lakewood s to ck  t r y o u t  v e rs io n  of a comedy c a l le d  
Fam ily Honeymoon based  on Homer C ro y 's  novel o f  th e  same 
t i t l e  appeared in  1941. L ike most Davis p re m ie re s , i t  had 
drawn prom inent v i s i t o r s  to  Maine from th e  New York scene 
and the f ilm  community. Among th e se  v i s i t o r s  was V inton 
F ree d le y , th e  New York p ro d u ce r. He and h is  a s s o c ia te s  
had hoped to  produce Family Honeymoon in  New York, b u t  the 
p lay  was a p p a re n tly  such a d isappo in tm en t th a t  th e  p r o je c t  
was shelved  and e v e n tu a lly  d isc a rd e d . E lin o r  Hughes,
21 F u l l  accounts o f  th e  s tra n g e  d isappearance  and 
d ea th  o f Owen D avis, J r .  may be found in  th e  New York 
Times o f  May 22-May 26, 19 49.
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w rit in g  in  th e  Boston H era ld , s a id  t h a t  the p lay  f a i l e d  
on s e v e ra l  co u n ts . The p r in c ip a ls ,  she s a id ,  appeared  too  
y o u th fu l in  t h e i r  ro le s  and th e  e n t i r e  s c r i p t  was in  
s e r io u s  need o f r e w r i t in g . She a lso  s tro n g ly  urged r e c a s t ­
in g  many o f the  p a r t s .  She concluded th a t  th e  p lay  lacked  
th e  p o te n t ia l  fo r  a Broadway engagement. A
By 1944, Davis was once aga in  spending much o f  h is  
tim e in  h o s p i ta ls .  On 30 O ctober o f th a t  y e a r , however,, 
h is  l a s t  e f f o r t  to  f in d  p ro fe s s io n a l  p ro d u c tio n  opened a t  
th e  C ort T h ea tre . Davis had t r i e d  to  use h is  p e rso n a l 
ex p e rien ces  and o b se rv a tio n s  w h ile  in  the  h o s p i ta l  to  make 
a s o c ia l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  s ta tem en t about m edical e th i c s .
The r e s u l t  was i r o n ic .  I t  proved to  be a re v e rs io n  to  
alm ost pure melodrama. E n t i t l e d  No Way O ut, 22 the  new 
p lay  was s tag ed  by th e  au th o r and R obert K eith . Lewis 
N icho ls , w r i t in g  o f th e  p lay  in  th e  New York Tim es, s a id ,  
" th e  o p e ra tio n  was s u c c e s s fu l ,  b u t th e  p lay  d ie d ." 2 '* The 
s c r i p t  so resem bled h is  e a r ly  melodramas t h a t  R obert 
G arland suggested  renaming i t ,  B arb a ra , th e  B e a u tifu l
pcDoomed One.
22 E lin o r  Hughes,' Boston H era ld , 29 June 1941 (CF, 
LCTC).
23 Owen D avis, "No Nay O ut," 1944 CUT/ LCTC).
2i* Lewis N ich o ls , Hew York Times, 31 O ctober 1946, 
p . 23.
25 R obert G arland, in  an u n id e n t i f ie d  c l ip p in g  (CF, 
LCTC).
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M anuscripts c a l le d  No Pockets In Shrouds and A ll 
Blood Is  Red, p lanned  in  1946 and 19 47, were ap p a ren tly  
com pleted b u t never produced. In 1948 Jo se  F e r r e r  re v iv e d  
The World We Live In (D avis' a d a p ta tio n  o f th e  Capek 
In s e c t  P lay ) , hoping i t  would make some s ta te m e n t concern­
ing World War I I  in  much the  same manner t h a t  i t  had about 
World War I  th re e  decades b e fo re . But the  message seemed 
s t i l t e d  and o v erly  d id a c t ic .  The overdrawn s i tu a t io n s  
and s u p e r f i c ia l  symbols were to o  n a iv e  fo r  modem au d i­
en ces . D esp ite  s tro n g  p o r tr a y a ls  by F e r re r  and George 
C oulouris in  d i f f i c u l t  r o le s ,  and an e x c e p tio n a l chore­
og raph ic  tre a tm e n t by Hanya Holm, th e  p ro d u c tio n  by th e  
New York C ity  T heatre  Company f a i l e d  to  make th e  p lay  
re le v a n t  o r  even in te r e s t in g .
S u ffe r in g  in c re a s in g ly  from d iv e rs e  forms o f  i l l n e s s  . 
and dem oralized  by h is  s o n 's  un tim ely  d ea th  in  May o f 1949, 
Davis b u s ied  h im se lf  w ith  th e  p re p a ra t io n  o f a second s e t  
o f memoirs c a l le d  My F i r s t  F i f t y  Years in  th e  T h e a tre . He 
concluded th is  c h ro n ic le  w ith  the  ty p ic a l ly  o p t im is t ic
s
p la n  to  w r ite  o f h is  second f i f t y  y e a rs ,  b u t h is  d ea th  in  
New York C ity  H o sp ita l on 14 O ctober 1956 a t  th e  age o f 
e ig h ty -tw o  p rev en ted  t h i s .  The d ea th  o f  th e  "dean of 
American p la y w r ig h ts " ^  went r e l a t i v e ly  u n n o ticed  in  the  
th e a t r e  community, b u t h is  l i f e ,  as much as t h a t  o f any
2 6  New York Tim es, 12 J u ly  1950 (CF, LCTC).
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f ig u re  of h is  e r a ,  had been in te g r a l  to  th e  fo rm u la tio n  
o f the  th e a t r e  scene in  th e  U nited S ta te s .
C hapter V
The O rg a n iz a tio n a l Work o f  Owen Davis
Throughout h is  p ro fe s s io n a l  c a re e r  Owen Davis opposed 
" tu rn in g  over to  anybody th e  r i g h t  to  change one s y l la b le  
w ith o u t th e  a u th o r 's  w r i t te n  c o n se n t." ^  This view 
fu rn ish e d  the  essence  of the  minimum b a s ic  agreem ent which 
emerged from th e  " f a i r  and re a so n ab le  d iv is io n  o f p r o f i t s "  
b a t t l e s  between th e  p lay w rig h ts  and the  managers in  th e  
1 9 2 0 's . This p a c t  f i n a l l y  gave to  the  d ra m a tis t  an 
en fo rceab le  agreem ent and s o l id  le g a l  s ta tu s  as w e ll as 
p ro te c t io n  fo r  h is  c re a te d  p ro p e r ty . The b a s ic  agreem ent 
o f 1925 was th e  work o f  The D ram atis ts  G uild  of The A uthors 
League o f America, and t h a t  g u ild  was, to  a la rg e  m easure, 
th e  work o f  Owen D avis. In  f a c t ,  Davis was g iven  th e  
d i s t in c t io n  o f moving the  accep tance o f the b a s ic  ag ree ­
ment when the  u lt im a te  accep tance  was c a l le d  f o r .
Davis rem ained in  th e  vanguard o f th e a t r e  a r t i s t s  
s t r iv in g  fo r  autonomy fo r  many y e a r s .  He served  on the 
G u ild 's  A dvisory C ouncil u n t i l  h is  d ea th  in  1956. He was
^ New York Tim es, 21 O ctober 1936, I I ,  p . 3.
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an outspoken champion fo r  th e  d iv e rs e  causes which 
cu lm inated  in  th e  new ra p p o rt between d ra m a tis ts  and 
p roducers  and m anager's  groups which came in to  e x is te n c e  
in  th e  1 9 2 0 's . One i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th i s  was th e  M anager's 
P ro te c t iv e  A sso c ia tio n . The managers had been g u i l ty  o f 
d e a lin g  w ith  the  p lay w rig h ts  through benevolence and 
c a p r ic e . No agreed-upon terms and c o n d itio n s  had ev e r 
r e a l ly  e x is te d  fo r  the  hand ling  o f  d ram atic  p r o p e r t ie s .
Davis waged h is  f ig h t  through p e rso n a l pronouncem ents 
in  th e  p re s s ,  b u t  more e f f e c t iv e ly ,  by h is  assum ption  o f 
a c t iv e  le a d e rsh ip  ro le s  in  t h e a t r i c a l  o rg a n iz a t io n s . He 
had occup ied  th e  p re sid en cy  o f  the  o ld  s o c ia l ly - o r ie n te d  
S ocie ty  o f D ram atists  and Composers. From t h a t  b a se , he 
moved to  a p o s i t io n  o f co -founder and f i r s t  p re s id e n t  o f 
The D ram atists  G u ild , a c t iv e  committeeman, and e v e n tu a lly  
p re s id e n t  o f  The Authors League o f America (th e  f i r s t  
d ra m a tis t  ev e r to  h o ld  t h a t  p o s i t io n ) , and a s tro n g  spokes­
man fo r  The N a tio n a l I n s t i t u t e  o f A rts  and L e t te r s .  
Expanding h is  f i e ld s  in  which to  do b a t t l e  w ith  unscrupu­
lo u s  m anagers, narrow-m inded c iv ic  a u th o r i t i e s ,  and 
d ish o n e s t c o p y rig h t th ie v e s ,  he sponsored  th e  unique p lay  
" ju ry ” program in  New York C ity , i n i t i a t e d  numerous a n t i ­
cen so rsh ip  cam paigns, and unw averingly pu rsued  in to  c o u r t
2 These ju r i e s  o p e ra te d  on th e  p rem ise t h a t  c r e a t iv e  
a r t i s t s  should  be judged only by p an e ls  composed o f o th e r  
c r e a t iv e  people and n o t by c i v i l  a u th o r i t i e s .
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anyone g u i l ty  o f tam pering w ith  h is  p e rso n a l c o p y rig h ts .
He was counted among the  vanguard of th o se  who s to o d  w ith  
the  S h u b erts , F isk e s , and Davis B elasco  in  t h e i r  opposi- 
t io n  to  the  pow erfu l m achinations o f  th e  t h e a t r i c a l  synd i­
c a te .  In  s h o r t ,  Owen Davis became one o f  th e  s t ro n g e s t  
o rg a n iz a tio n  men in  th e  American th e a t r e  in  the e a r ly  
tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry .^
D avis' d e x te r i ty  a t  ga in ing  i n f l u e n t i a l  p o s i t io n s  
r e s te d  on two f a c to r s :  the  fav o r o f h is  f r ie n d  Augustus 
Thomas, who preceded  him in  many o f th e  re s p o n s ib le  p o s ts ,  
and h is  u n ta rn ish e d  e th i c a l  re p u ta t io n . He in s p ir e d  t r u s t ,  
n o t o n ly  among h is  fe llow  d ra m a tis ts , b u t w ith in  th e  ranks 
o f  th e  managers as w e ll . Known as n o n - p o l i t ic a l  and con­
s e rv a t iv e  in  h is  p ro fe s s io n a l  endeavors, he avoided most 
o f the  u sual a b ra s iv e  la b o r t a c t i c s  and su b seq u en tly  suc­
ceeded in  p ro v id in g  unprecedented  communication between 
opposing p a r t i e s  in  c o n tra c tu a l  d is p u te s .
Davis p a r t i c ip a te d  in  every s te p  o f th e  e v o lu tio n  o f 
The D ram atists  G uild  as i t  o rg an ized  in  an a ttem p t to  
improve co n d itio n s  which p e rm itte d  e x te n s iv e  m anagerial 
abuse. The problem  w ith  the  managers had e x is te d  fo r  many 
y e a rs .  Many managers m ain ta ined  f a v o r i te  p lay w rig h ts  in  a 
k ind  o f e x c lu s iv e  s ta b le .  This s i tu a t io n  made i t  d i f f i c u l t
3 The o th e r  most i n f lu e n t i a l  f ig u re  in  th i s  a re a  was 
Augustus Thomas.
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fo r  new w r i te r s  o r  those  le s s  favo red  to  work. D avis, as 
e a r ly  as 1908, had taken a s ta n d  d ep lo rin g  ad v e rtisem en ts  
l ik e  "B e la sc o 's  l a t e s t "  o r  "C harles Prohman p re s e n ts ,"  
b e lie v in g  th a t  th e  w r i te r  shou ld  n o t allow  h im se lf  to  be 
submerged by the  p ro d u c e r .4 In d iv id u a l c o n tra c ts  and 
working co n d itio n s  were o f te n  h e a v ily  w eighted on th e  s id e  
of th e  manager. Although Davis and Thomas had a t ta in e d  
s u f f i c i e n t  s ta tu s  n o t to  be p e rso n a lly  h u r t  by th e se  con­
d i t io n s ,  they  chose n o n e th e le ss  to  s t r i k e  o u t  on b e h a lf  
o f  t h e i r  fe llo w  a r t i s t s  who d id  s ta n d  to  s u f f e r .  These 
two f ig u r e s ,  along w ith  B elasco , re p re se n te d  th e  c h ie f  
l in k s  o f  th e  1920 's to  th e  p a s t ,  they  understood  the  e a r ly  
developm ents th a t  had b rough t abou t th e  co n d itio n s  a g a in s t  
which th e  w r i te r s  were s t ru g g l in g . Davis had begun w r i t ­
ing when Bronson Howard was A m erica 's c h ie f  d ra m a tis t .  He 
rem ained a c t iv e  u n t i l  Tennessee W illiam s gained  th a t  
d i s t in c t io n  some th i r t y  y ea rs  l a t e r .  But h is  ex p erien ce  
and re p u ta t io n  had p laced  him in  a unique p o s i t io n  of 
le a d e rs h ip  among h is  co lleag u es  e a r ly  in  h is  c a r e e r . ^
The o rg a n iz a tio n  o f The D ram atis ts  G uild  had a c tu a l ly  
needed th e  c a ta ly s t  o f th e  1918 E quity  a c to r 's  s t r i k e  to  
ga in  th e  im petus toward reg roup ing  and th e  sea rch  fo r  a
4 Columbus D isp a tch , 1 November 190 8 (CF, LCTC).
5 George M iddleton, Owen D av is. A memorial pam phlet 
p u b lish ed  by th e  D ram atists G uild  o f th e  A uthors League 
o f America, 1956.
more pow erful r a l ly in g  p o in t .  The a c to rs  had d isp la y e d  
unexpected s o l id a r i t y  in  opposing th e  v ic io u s  s ta n d a rd s  o f  
th e  b u sin ess  end o f the  th e a t r e  and were f i n a l ly  g a in in g  
ground. S ince th e  a u th o rs / even though f in a n c ia l ly  . 
s t r ic k e n  by the  th e a t r e  c lo s in g s  p r e c ip i ta te d  by th e  
s t r i k e ,  g e n e ra lly  favo red  th e  cause o f  the  a c to r s ,  they 
began to  c o n s id e r th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a c tio n  on t h e i r  own 
b e h a lf . Davis was c a l le d  upon to  p re s id e  a t  th e se  
d e l ib e r a t io n s ,  p a r t i a l l y  because he was p re s id e n t  o f  the 
im poten t D ram atis ts  and Composers o rg a n iz a tio n  and 
p a r t i a l l y  because he had th re e  p ro d u c tio n s  on Broadway and 
understood  th e  need fo r  a c t io n  only  too  w e ll .  What then  
occu rred  was the  m erger o f  th e  o ld  o rg a n iz a tio n  in to  the  
A uthors League o f America. The new group was to  be a 
s e p a ra te  organ (th e  new and s tro n g e r  D ram atists  Guild) and 
o p e ra te  under the  um brella  o f th e  conglom erate o f  a u th o rs . 
Owen Davis was unanim ously d e c la re d  i t s  f i r s t  p r e s id e n t ,  
se rv in g  from 1918 to  1922, when he re s ig n e d  to  become 
p re s id e n t  o f  the  p a re n t  body. Among th o se  most a c t iv e ly  
invo lved  in  th e  e a r ly  days o f th e  g u ild  were James F orbes, 
R upert Hughes, Channing P o llo c k , R achel C ro th e rs , and 
Augustus Thomas. These f ig u re s  and o th e r s ,  under D avis ' 
le a d e rsh ip , secu red  a new s ta tu s  fo r  American w r i te r s  fo r  
th e  th e a t r e .^
6 The boundaries o f f ilm  r i g h t s ,  lo a n s , tem porary 
problem s, and homes fo r  aged and in d ig e n t a c to rs  were j u s t
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The w r i t e r s ' g roups, however, made up on ly  p a r t  o f 
th e  o rg a n iz a tio n  work perform ed by Owen D avis. The "play  
ju ry "^  was an adm irab le  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  h is  d e s ir e  to  see 
th e  a r t  govern i t s e l f .  Davis and h is  co lleag u e  Thomas had 
th e  f o r t i tu d e  to  vo ice  w idespread  p ro te s ts  when New York 
c i v i l  a u th o r i t i e s  a ttem p ted  to  assume a p o s i t io n  which 
could  d ic ta te  th e  m oral a c c e p ta b i l i ty  o f  d ram atic  m a te r ia l .  
D avis' p lay  in  response  argued fo r  v o lu n ta ry  p o l ic in g ,  and 
i f  n ec essa ry , ce n so rsh ip  by th e  d ra m a tis ts  them selves 
through an ap p o in ted , b u t a r t i s t i c a l l y  know ledgeable ju ry . 
His o b je c tio n  to  the c i v i l  approach was t h a t  c iv ic  
m a g is tra te s  cou ld  be p o l i t i c a l l y  b ia se d  o r  sim ply too unin­
formed to  judge e f f e c t iv e ly .  A g re a t  d is p u te  ensued and 
la s te d  fo r  alm ost fo u r y ea rs  b e fo re  th e  c i ty  decided  to
pdrop i t s  p la n s . Davis had in s i s t e d  upon v o lu n ta ry  cen so r­
sh ip  as th e  only  e f f e c t iv e  d e te r r e n t  to  abuse. Three men 
(Thomas, now re p re se n tin g  th e  p roducers and m anagers, John 
Cromwell, a m anager, and Davis) had gone d i r e c t ly  to  th e  
p u b lic  p ro te s t in g  c i v i l  in te r fe re n c e  in  th e  a r t  o f  the
a few o f th e  a re a s  ad d ressed  by th e  work i n i t i a t e d  by Davis 
and th e  g u ild .
7 Continuous a r t i c l e s  p ro  and con appeared  in  th e  New 
York Times from 1922 through 1925.
8 The " ju ry "  a l t e r n a t iv e  proposed by Davis never 
r e a l ly  became v ia b le ,  b u t  p o l i t i c a l  le a d e rs  were p reven ted  
from e x e rc is in g  undue power in  a r t i s t i c  m a tte rs .
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th e a t r e .  W illiam  A. Brady soon jo in ed  them and they 
u n ite d  to  oppose New York P o lic e  Commissioner E n rig h t and 
Commissioner of L icenses G latzm eyer. Thomas had taken  the  
p o s i t io n  th a t  th e a t r e  laws shou ld  p a r a l l e l  th e  book laws 
and th a t  no ce n so rsh ip  shou ld  be considered  u n le ss  
i n i t i a t e d  by o ffended  c i t i z e n s .
The i d e a l i s t i c  Davis s tro n g ly  vo iced  h is  agreem ent 
s t a t in g /  " I  never saw a d i r ty  p lay  succeed i f  i t  had no 
o th e r  v a lu e . Authors must compete w ith  them [the p o te n t i a l  
cen so rs] o r  work to  suppress them. Davis m ain tained  
f u r th e r  t h a t  th e  s ta g e  had n ever assumed th e  r o le  o f  
e s ta b l is h in g  m ora ls , b u t r a th e r ,  o f  r e f l e c t in g  them. No 
man, he s a id ,  i s  q u a l i f i e d  to  impose h is  s ta n d a rd s  upon 
o th e rs .
By June, 1926, Davis had been made chairm an o f  the 
p lay  ju ry  committee which was a ttem p tin g  to  p rove i t  could  
fu n c tio n  e f f e c t iv e ly .  P lays l ik e  Bunk o f 1926 underwent 
s c ru tin y  from w ith in  the  th e a t r e  community. Joseph Wood 
K rutch w ent on reco rd  as opposing  a l l  c e n so rsh ip , b u t 
D avis' ad v iso ry  ju ry  had ap p a ren tly  s a t i s f i e d  a l l  f a c t io n s  
u n t i l  i t  was no lo n g er needed. Davis p re d ic te d  t h a t  " th e  
censor in  th e  end w i l l  d isap p ea r n o t w holly because he i s  
no longer needed b u t because he w i l l  be no lo n g er
9 Owen D a v is , New York T im es, 27 November 1923, I ,
p . 5. .
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un derstood ."^ -® A lso , he s a id ,  " th e  th in g  th a t  shou ld  be 
un law ful in  the  th e a t r e  i s  bad t a s t e ,  and good t a s t e  i s  
th e  r e s u l t  of e d u c a tio n , n o t o f  r e s t r i c t i o n .  He saw
new th e a t r e  audiences as in c re a s in g ly  s o p h is t ic a te d  and 
b e lie v e d  th a t  s tan d a rd s  must evo lve independen tly  o f  any 
e x te rn a l  pronouncem ents. "C enso rsh ip ,"  he d e c la re d , " is  
wrong in  theory  and r id ic u lo u s  in  p r a c t i c e . " 12
In  th e  realm  o f  co p y rig h t p ro te c t io n  fo r  d ra m a tis ts ,  
h is  most p u b lic iz e d  c o u r t  b a t t l e s  ranged from Theda B a ra 's  
Blue Flame l i t i g a t i o n  through th e  te le v is io n  in frin g em en t 
case  in v o lv in g  D avis' Ethan Frome r ig h t s ,  which was fough t 
in  1960 by h is  son Donald. D avis ' au to b io g rap h ies  i n s i s t  
(and p re ss  coverage su p p o rts  the  op in ion) t h a t  Davis never 
went to  c o u r t fo r  p e rso n a l g a in . He rem ained, however, 
u n re m ittin g  in  p u rsu ing  h is  own co p y rig h t v io la t io n s  in  
o rd e r  to  dem onstrate  th e  new p o s i t io n  o f  s e c u r i ty  which 
had been so re c e n tly  gained  fo r  American p la y w rig h ts .
Of th e  two cases a llu d e d  to  above, the  form er 
i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  ongoing e f f o r t .  L eta  Vance N icholson had 
w r i t te n  a novel c a l le d  L ola. Purchased  by Al Woods, i t  was 
re c o n s tru c te d  by Davis and re le a s e d  in  1911 as a p la y  a t  
Lyceum T h ea tre  f e a tu r in g  L a u re tte  T ay lo r. A p lay  c a l le d
New York Times, 28 February  1927, p . 21.
1 1  I b i d *
12 Ib id .
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The Blue Flam e/ p rep ared  as Theda B a ra 's  Broadway debu t, 
was a b a s ta rd iz e d  v e rs io n  of D avis ' L o la . The p ro d u c tio n  
o f The Blue Flame e l i c i t e d  from N icholson a d isavow al of 
any connec tion  w ith  th e  "crude and w it le s s  v u l g a r i t y " ^  
she saw en a c ted . Davis however, chose n o t to l e t  an 
obvious in fr in g e m e n t go by unchallenged . The case  c e n te re d  
on w hat was to  be consid ered  th e  le g i t im a te  source o f 
The Blue Flam e, th e  N icholson novel o r i t s  le g a l  recon­
s t r u c t io n  by Davis fo r  th e  s t a g e .14 Davis fough t th e  case 
v ig o ro u s ly  and u lt im a te ly  won a p p ro p r ia te  damages.
In  a d d it io n  to  h is  ongoing s tru g g le s  fo r  th e  guard ian ­
sh ip  o f a u th o rs ' p r o p e r t ie s ,  Davis a lso  spoke o u t s tro n g ly  
on o th e r  m a tte rs . His views on the  in flu en ce  o f th e  g r e a t  
S ynd icate  upon th e  American th e a t r e  scene i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s .
He adm ired the  s t r u c tu r e  which th e  b u ild e rs  o f  th i s  
"im posing" o rg a n iz a tio n  had c re a te d , b u t  saw no way to  
use i t .  D is tru s t in g  businessm en and o rg a n iz e rs  in  th e  
r o le s  o f a r t i s t s ,  Davis jo in e d  th o se  who applauded th e  
S y n d id a te 's  dem ise. He r e a d i ly  adm itted  t h a t  th e  Frohmans, 
Klaws, E rla n g e rs , and Nixons had served  a necessary  u n ify ­
in g  pu rp o se , b u t added th a t  on ly  a r t i s t s  o f  th e  th e a t r e  
shou ld  be e n tru s te d  to  make d e c is io n s  in  th e  th e a t r e .
Davis c r e d i t s  Lee S hubert w ith  the  prim ary  in f lu e n c e  in
New York Times, 28 F ebruary  1927, p . 21.
14 Miss N icholson was t o t a l l y  unknown when Woods 
bought h e r  s c r i p t .  She had g iven  Davis perm issio n  fo r  
b road  re w r i t in g .
198
th e  d e fe a t  o f  th e  conglom erate , b u t saw the  work o f  The 
T h ea tre  G uild , A rthu r Hopkins, and Jed  H a rris  as p ro v id ­
ing  i n t e l l i g e n t  a l te r n a t iv e s  to  th e  commercial advances 
th a t  had been made by th e  businessm en.
Davis a lso  became invo lved  in  s h o r t - l iv e d  a ttem p ts  
a t  p ro je c ts  l i k e  a n a t io n a l  th e a t r e  and a drama sch o o l. 
E i th e r  o f th e se  v e n tu re s , had they proved s u c c e s s fu l ,  
m ight have p rov ided  a m ajor c o n tr ib u tio n  to  th e a t r e  in  
America. The n a t io n a l  th e a t r e  scheme was th e  id e a  o f  
Augustus Thomas and a lthough  i t  proved too  a l t r u i s t i c  to  
be p r a c t i c a l ,  a s in g le  v en tu re  in  W ashington, D.C. d id  
ga in  p ro d u c tio n . The u n iv e r s i ty  p r o je c t  r e s u l te d  in  th e  
fo rm u la tio n , w ith  W inthrop Ames (an o th e r H arvard m an), o f 
th e  Cambridge School o f  Drama. N e ith e r endeavor managed 
enough su p p o rt to  su rv iv e .
Ames, in  h is  l a t e r  p o s i t io n  as Chairman o f th e  Commit­
te e  o f T hea tre  M anagers, o f fe re d  Davis th e  o f f ic e  o f  
p o l i t i c a l  head o f a m anagerial o rg a n iz a tio n . This would 
have been a job n o t u n lik e  t h a t  o f b a s e b a ll  com m issioner. 
Although honored by th e  re s p e c t  and t r u s t  th e  o f f e r  c a r ­
r ie d  w ith  i t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  from h is  form er a d v e rs a r ie s ,
Davis was com pelled to  re fu s e .
A ll  o f th e  above a c t i v i t i e s ,  a long  w ith  h i s  e n e rg e t ic  
work w ith  The P l a y e r s ^  and th e  P u l i t z e r  P r iz e  S e le c tio n
15 Owen Davis was proposed fo r  membership in  th e  
p r e s t ig io u s  P lay e rs  by R obert H. Davis on 4 November 1936.
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Committee se rv e  to  dem onstrate th e  enormous energy and 
in f lu e n c e  o f Owen Davis in  a re a s  n o t always d i r e c t ly  
r e la te d  to  h is  own a r t i s t i c  o u tp u t. When Augustus Thomas 
e n th u s ia s t i c a l ly  p ra is e d  D avis ' work in  th e se  a re a s , th e  
p lay w rig h t m odestly  s t a te d ,  "For some reaso n  [Thomas] go t 
th e  id e a  th a t  I  had a good b u s in e ss  sense  and some s k i l l  
fo r  o rg a n iz a tio n  and e x e c u tiv e  d i r e c t io n ,  and he d ra f te d  
me in to  many o p p o r tu n it ie s  o f  e x e rc is in g  th e se  g r e a t  g i f t s  
t h a t  e x is te d  in  h is  own h ig h ly  developed fa n c y ." 16 Had 
he never w r i t te n  a m ajor p la y , h is  e x e r t io n s  in  the  a rea  
o f  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  p r a c t ic e  a lone  would have earned  fo r  him 
a notew orthy p la c e  in  the h is to r y  o f  American th e a t r e .
He was e le c t e d  on 28 December o f  th e  same y ea r .
16 Owen D avis,' My F i r s t  F i f ty  Years in  th e  T h e a tre , 
p . 45.
C on clu sion
This study  has tra c e d  th e  c a re e r  o f  p lay w rig h t Owen 
Davis from i t s  e a r ly  s ta g e s  in  s e n s a t io n a l  melodrama 
through h is  m a tu rity  as a s e r io u s  w r i te r  and to  h is  sub­
sequen t d e c lin e  and d ea th . The e a r ly  p o r t io n  of h is  
a r t i s t i c  l i f e  was sp e n t producing  lu r id  "melodramas" fo r  
w hat was then  c a l le d  th e  " te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t "  house o f th e  
p o p u la r-p r ic e d  th e a t r e  c i r c u i t .  R elying e x c lu s iv e ly  on 
s te re o ty p e d  c h a ra c te r s ,  a su c c e s s fu l w r i t in g  fo rm ula , and 
an i n t u i t i v e  r e s p e c t  fo r  the  power o f  v is u a l  th e a t r e ,
Davis soon became A m erica 's forem ost p r a c t i t i o n e r  in  th i s  
g en re . This a p p re n tic e s h ip  in  the  th e a tre s  o f New Y ork 's 
Bowery p rov id ed  him w ith  v a lu ab le  ex perience  and a p r a c t i ­
c a l  a p p re c ia tio n  fo r  a th e a t r e  which em phasized sp e c ta c le  
over a l l  o th e r  e lem en ts . His burgeoning s k i l l s ,  th e  
a r r i v a l  o f th e  s i l e n t  movies and t h e i r  subsequen t in f r in g e ­
ment upon p opu lar s p e c ta c u la r  th e a t r e ,  and an e a rn e s t  
d e s i r e  to  m ature as a w r i t e r  b rought Davis to  a d e c is io n  
to  a ttem p t to  r i s e  from th e  ranks o f the purveyors o f  
l u r id  melodrama. This proved a very d i f f i c u l t  ta s k .
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His d r iv e  fo r  accep tance  as a le g i t im a te  d ra m a tis t  
was a slow p ro c e s s . But the  s o c ia l  melodramas th en  popu­
l a r  in  Broadway’s th e a t r e s  p rov ided  him w ith  good t r a n s i ­
t io n a l  m a te r ia l  to  a s p ir e  to .  He succeeded and became an 
accep ted  "two d o l la r "  p lay w rig h t. This p e r io d  in  h is  
developm ent was c h a ra c te r iz e d  by n o t on ly  b e t t e r  p lo t s ,  
b u t more im p o rta n tly , m aturing  c h a ra c te r  work. 
U n fo rtu n a te ly , a lthough  th e se  uptown melodramas gave him 
c o n s id e ra b le  commercial su c c e ss , they  d id  l i t t l e  to  keep 
him from c o n s ta n tly  r e tu rn in g  to  the rom antic  s im p lic i ty  
o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  p r a c t ic e .  His p e rso n a l o p t im is t ic  w orld 
view a ls o  tended  to  su p p o rt h is  dependence upon p lo t s  and 
c h a ra c te rs  th a t  e l i c i t e d  c r i t i c a l  com parison to  h i s  work 
in  th e  " te n - tw e n ty - ' t h i r t . " N o n e th e less , m a tu ra tio n  con­
tin u e d  and by th e  e a r ly  y ea rs  o f  th e  1 9 2 0 's , he was r id in g  
th e  c r e s t  o f p o p u la r and c r i t i c a l  accep tance . Between 
1921 and 1926 he produced two d is t in g u is h e d  works in  th e  
New R e a l i s t ic  mode then  a s so c ia te d  w ith  the  ascen d an t work 
o f  Eugene O 'N e ill  (The D etour and Icebound) and two f i r s t  
r a te  fa rc e s  (The Nervous Wreck and The Haunted House) . 
These e f f o r t s  ea rn ed  him accep tance in to  th e  N a tio n a l 
I n s t i t u t e  o f  A rts and L e t te r s  and a P u l i t z e r  P r iz e .
His n e x t d e c is io n  proved to  be a r t i s t i c a l l y  
d is a s t ro u s .  He chose to  work toward th e  c r e a t io n  o f  a 
r e a l i s t i c  drama o f  optim ism  which would be c o n s is te n t  w ith  
h is  view o f  th e  unique c h a ra c te r  o f th e  American
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ex p e rien ce . His q u e s t  fo r  a s c r i p t  in  th is  ve in  proved 
f r u i t l e s s  and p robab ly  c o n tr ib u te d  h e a v ily  to  h is  i n a b i l i t y  
to  fo llo w  up h is  i n i t i a l  r e a l i s t i c  su ccesses  w ith  a d d i­
t i o n a l  m anuscrip ts  o f  h igh  q u a l i ty .
A m ajor ex c ep tio n  to  t h i s  d e c lin e  came in  19 36 when 
he was re sp o n s ib le  fo r  th e  a d a p ta tio n  o f E d ith  W harton 's 
novel Ethan Frome. Adhering c lo s e ly  to  th e  source and 
ho ld in g  h is  own n a iv e  p e rso n a l optim ism  in  abeyance, Davis 
succeeded  in  t r a n s la t in g  th e  grim  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  Wharton 
novel in to  an im p ressiv e  s ta g e  p ro d u c tio n . This p la y , a 
c o l la b o ra tio n  w ith  h is  son Donald D avis, p robab ly  re p re ­
s e n ts  th e  b e s t  work o f Owen D avis' c a re e r .
A fte r  Ethan Frome, h is  a r t i s t i c  re p u ta t io n  waned; he 
v a in ly  sough t success  w ith  a k ind  o f rom antic  re a lism .
But, fo r  h is  c r i t i c s ,  h is  p la y s  seemed n a iv e  and r e p e t i ­
t i v e .  A p le a s a n t  drawing room comedy, Mr. and Mrs. N o rth , 
h ig h lig h te d  h is  work as l a t e  as 1941; b u t by then  the  
p lay w rig h t was a lre a d y  p lagued  w ith  i l l n e s s  and f a i l i n g  
e y e s ig h t . The g r e a t  p o r t io n  o f  th e  rem ainder of h i s  l i f e  
he sp e n t in  New York h o s p i ta l s .  He d ied  in  1956, having, 
f a i l e d  to  produce any work o f r e a l  m e rit  in  th e  l a s t  
f i f t e e n  y ea rs  o f  h is  l i f e .
Was Davis a g re a t  p lay w rig h t?  Davis h im se lf  p ro b ab ly  
answered th i s  b e s t .  " I  m y s e lf ," he s a id ,  "have always 
w r i t te n  fo r  th e  love  o f  the  th e a t r e  r a th e r  than from any 
a r t  im pulse and I  am th e  f i r s t  to  adm it th a t  my lo v e  o f
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th e  th e a t r e  has always been more com pelling  than  my love 
o f th e  drama, i f  ^ ju  fo llow  my d i s t in c t io n .  I  have 
s tu d ie d  my own sm all t a l e n t s  and developed them and t r i e d  
to  make up fo r  a lack  o f  th e  r e a l  f i r e s  o f  genius by an 
h o n est adm ission of th a t  lack  and a tru e  en thusiasm  fo r  
the  work th a t  a t  th e  moment came n e a re s t  to  e x p re ss in g  my 
a t t i t u d e . " 1
D avis' overwhelming p ro d u c tiv i ty  (over 160 p la y s , 
n e a rly  a l l  o f which were p ro d u ced ), and th o se  n o ta b le  
ex cep tio n s  to h is  " fa c to ry  m elodram as," along  w ith  h is  
o rg a n iz a tio n  work, make Davis a unique f ig u re  in  the 
h is to ry  o f  American th e a t r e .  C e r ta in ly , th e  sh e e r  b u lk  o f 
h is  w r i t in g  i s  im p re ss iv e . Pew p lay w rig h ts  have succeeded 
in  see in g  so much o f  t h e i r  work p ro fe s s io n a l ly  perform ed. 
American audiences viewed new p lay s  by Owen Davis every  
season  fo r  fou r decades. This p r o l i f i c  w r i t in g  and h is  
re p u ta tio n  as a com m ercially p o p u la r p lay w rig h t fo r  a 
l i f e t im e  in  th e  th e a t r e  a re  a lso  s ig n i f i c a n t .  Davis began 
w r i t in g  p lay s  when Bronson Howard C1842-190 8) was s t i l l  
A m erica 's lead in g  d ra m a tis t .  His c a re e r  d id  n o t  end u n t i l  
Tennessee W illiam s (1911- ) had assumed th a t  m antle
fo r ty  y ea rs  l a t e r .  During th a t  tim e, h is  a c t i v i t i e s  were 
in terw oven w ith  th e  l iv e s  and work of m ost o f the m ajor 
f ig u re s  in  our t h e a t r e 's  h i s to r y .  The memoirs o f Owen
1 Owen D a v is , I ' d  L ike To DO I t  A ga in , pp . 12 2 -1 2 3 .
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Davis read  l ik e  c h ro n ic le s  o f Broadway fo r  h a l f  a cen tu ry .
At. l e a s t  fo u r o f  D avis ' p lay s  d ese rv e  a l a s t i n g  p lace  
in  American d ram a tic  l i t e r a t u r e .  His two r e a l i s t i c  p lay s  
(The Detour and Icebound) in  the  manner o f  O’N e i l l 's  
Beyond th e  H orizon a re  independen tly  f in e  dram as. His 
f a rc e , The Nervous Wreck, i s  s t i l l  b e ing  re v iv e d  a t  th e  
tim e o f th i s  s tu d y . The Haunted House f a l l s  on ly  a few 
paces behind  The Nervous Wreck as an e f f e c t iv e  s i t u a t io n  
comedy. But perhaps h is  m ajor c o n tr ib u t io n  w i l l  prove to  
be h is  d ra m a tiz a tio n  o f Ethan Frome. I t s  s u b je c t ,  i t s  
s e t t i n g ,  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n ,  and i t s  s k i l l f u l  c o o rd in a tio n  
o f a l l  th e  elem ents o f  th e a t r e  make i t  a c la s s ic  American 
p la y .
Since many c r i t i c s  o f  h is  day co n sid e red  Davis second 
on ly  to  O 'N e ill  in  the a r t  o f  the  New R ealism , he must be 
c r e d i te d  w ith  s tro n g ly  in f lu e n c in g  th e  r e g io n a l  drama o f 
th e  1920 's  and 1 9 3 0 's . His use o f  New England backgrounds 
s ta n d s  as an e x c e l le n t  model fo r  the  p o p u la r " fo lk  drama" 
o f  t h a t  p e r io d  in  th e  developm ent o f ind igenous drama 
fo r  a young co u n try .
Although i t  add ressed  a s t r i c t l y  p r o le ta r ia n  aud ience , 
D avis' s e n s a t io n a l  m elodram atic a r t  re p re s e n ts  a ta n g ib le  
a sp e c t o f h is  achievem ent. These p lay s  a re  e s p e c ia l ly  
v a lu a b le  as s o c ia l  documents about th e  th e a t r e  p r a c t ic e  o f 
an o th er tim e. From them, we can g a in  in s ig h ts  in to  the  
audiences and te c h n ic a l  p r a c t ic e s  o f  th e  p e r io d . I t  must
•4
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be remembered th a t  he was th e  b e s t ,  as w e ll as th e  most 
p r o l i f i c  o f  h is  p e e rs  in  the  g en re , and th e se  p lay s  
re v e a l much abou t p o p u la r t h e a t r i c a l  appeals  on th e  
American s ta g e . I f  as d ram atic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e se  p lay s  
o f f e r  l i t t l e ,  as c h ro n ic le s  o f  th e  p o p u la r fa rc e  o f  the 
l a t e  n in e te e n th  and e a r ly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu r ie s ,  they  a re  
in v a lu a b le .
A dap ta tion  i s  an a r t  in  i t s e l f .  Owen D avis ' v e rs io n s  
o f  The Good E a r th , The G reat G atsby, Mr. and Mrs. N o rth , 
and Ethan Frome, re p re s e n t  th i s  s p e c ia l  s k i l l  r e f in e d  to 
a degree n o t o f te n  a t ta in e d .
A s h o r t  independent s e c t io n  o f th i s  s tudy  has been 
devoted to  an overview  of some o f  th e  w idespread  o rg a n iz a ­
t io n a l  work o f Owen D avis. His e f f o r t s  on b e h a lf  o f h i s  
chosen p ro fe s s io n  and h is  fe llo w  a r t i s t s  r e p re s e n t  d is ­
tin g u ish e d  c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  the  b e tte rm e n t o f th e  American 
th e a t r e .
His p e rso n a l "e thos" was so e x c e p tio n a l th a t  i t  must 
be m entioned in  w eighing h is  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  In  th e  p ro cess  
o f  e x te n s iv e  re se a rc h  fo r  th i s  s tu d y , I  found no m a te r ia l  
which f a in t l y  su g g ests  n e g a tiv e  p e rso n a l r e a c t io n s  to  th e  
man. His re p u ta tio n  th roughou t h is  c a re e r  rem ained 
u n ta rn ish e d , which p laced  him in  p o s i t io n s  o f  le a d e rsh ip , 
and t r u s t  im po ssib le  fo r  f ig u re s  o f  l e s s e r  s t a tu r e .
Yet in  s p i te  o f h is  many ach ievem ents, h i s to r ia n s  
have given him l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n ,  and most contem porary
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th e a t r e  s tu d e n ts  do n o t know h is  work a t  a l l .  P a r t  o f  
h is  o b s c u r ity  l i e s  in  h is  la c k  o f  su ccess  in  th e  l a t e r  
y e a rs  o f  h is  l i f e .
Owen Davis was a consummate c ra ftsm an  o f  th e a tre #  
w r i t in g  always w ith  an eye to  the  v is u a l  power o f th e  l iv e  
perform ance. His p r a c t i c a l  ex p erien ce  and the f a c t  t h a t  
he w rote always w ith  p ro d u c tio n  fo rem ost in  h is  mind len d  
credence to  a c la im  th a t  he understood  t h e a t r i c a l  au d i­
ences b e t t e r  than  any man in  America. His p ro d u c t iv i ty ,  
v e r s a t i l i t y *  and w ill in g n e s s  to  experim en t in  many w r it in g  
s ty le s  and forms added to  h is  m aturing  in to  a h ig h ly  
s u c c e s s fu l com m ercial p la y w rig h t. His ac u te  o b se rv a tio n , 
h is  sense o f tim ing  and empathy w ith  tre n d s  and con­
tem porary ev en ts  made him p o p u la r ly , i f  n o t always 
c r i t i c a l l y ,  acc la im ed .
His e a rn e s t  d e s ire  to  seek  h ig h e r  ground a r t i s t i c a l l y  
should  be co n sid e red  among h is  s t r e n g th s .  T his r e s u l te d  
in  in n o v a tiv e , y e t  p o p u la r s to ry  l i n e s .  His growing s k i l l s  
in  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  p a r a l le le d  h is  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  the  
p roper p lace  o f  s p e c ta c le  in  r e la t i o n  to  p l o t ,  making many 
o f  h is  m ature p la y s  un iquely  e f f e c t iv e  in  p ro d u c tio n .
U n fo rtu n a te ly , many o f  th e se  s tre n g th s  may have a ls o  
c o n tr ib u te d  to  h is  la c k  o f  u n iv e r s a l  ap p ea l. The 
"contemporaneous" q u a l i ty  o f  h is  work o f te n  made i t  
ephem eral and to o  c lo s e ly  t i e d  to  i t s  im m ediate p e r io d  to  
ca rry  any l a s t i n g  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  His open and o p t im is t ic
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n a tu re  c o n tr ib u te d  to  h is  la c k  o f a s o c ia l  consciousness 
in  h is  w r i t in g ,  r e s u l t in g  in  a c c u sa tio n s  decry ing  h is  
u n w illin g n e ss  to  tak e  p o s i t io n s  in  the  m a jo rity  o f  h is  
p la y s . As a p r a c t i c a l  man o f  th e  th e a t r e ,  Davis appeared 
to f in d  more s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  see in g  h is  work produced on 
a s ta g e  than  in  hoping fo r  i t s  encasem ent in  a n th o lo g ie s . 
H is was a l iv in g  and b re a th in g  th e -a tre , and h is  work 
sought th e  perform ance fo r  i t s  com pletion .
Owen D avis, perhaps more than  any o th e r  p lay w rig h t in  
th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , re p re s e n ts  in  h is
a r t  th e  unique s p i r i t  o f  Am erica, from i t s  humble
beg inn ings to  i t s  growing m a tu rity  and s o p h is t ic a t io n .
The n a iv e te  and innocence o f  h is  e a r ly  melodramas 
p a r a l le le d  th e  s p i r i t  o f  the age from which they  came.
When th a t  s ta g e  i s  l e f t  b eh ind , much i s  gained  in
m a tu r ity , b u t  much i s  a lso  l o s t  in  sim ple f a i th  and t r u s t .
The audience sen se  o f  id e n t i ty  as a community and the 
spontaneous in te r a c t io n  in  c o l l e c t iv e  responses to  mass 
appeals  had p ro v id ed  Davis w ith  a unique la b o ra to ry  in  
which to  develop h is  e a r ly  p r a c t ic e ,  b u t  w ith  th e  more 
complex demands o f th e  New Realism  and h is  own l i t e r a r y  
m a tu ra tio n , the  p lay w rig h t d isco v e red  t h a t  th e  in h e re n t 
optim ism  of h is  p r a c t ic e  f a i l e d  to  ach ieve  any c o n s is te n t  
c r i t i c a l  su cc ess .
The c a re e r  o f Owen Davis spanned some o f th e  most 
im p o rtan t y ea rs  i n  th e  developm ent o f th e a t r e  in  America.
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Plays p r io r  to  1890 tended to  be d e r iv a t iv e ,  o f te n  based 
on E n g lish  m odels. D avis’ c a re e r  p a r a l le le d  our growth 
from th e  dependent f le d g lin g  th e a t r e  o f  th e  y ea rs  j u s t  
b e fo re  the  tu rn  of th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  to  the d iv e rse  
and independent a r t  which was born in  th e  1920 's  and has 
f lo u r is h e d  s in c e .  I f  Davis lacked  th e  i s o la te d  "magnum 
opus" t h a t  i s  o f te n  p r e r e q u is i te  to  a p la c e  in  h i s to r y ,  
h is  cum ulative c o n tr ib u tio n s  more than  make up f o r  i t .  An 
e r u d i te  and e a rn e s t  H arvard man, D avis, perhaps n a iv e ly , 
sough t fo r  a lm ost s ix ty  y e a rs , an e x p re ss io n  o f  th e  unique 
s p i r i t  o f the  American th e a t r e .  In  th e  sea rch  he ach ieved  
an exemplary c a re e r ,  bo th  in  term s o f  p ro d u c tiv i ty  as a 
p lay w rig h t and as an in flu en ce  on o th e r  a r t i s t s  and 
o rg a n iz a t io n s . In  h is  candor, he cou ld  say o f  h i s  f u t i l e  
sea rch  fo r  h is  in t e r p r e ta t io n  o f th e  American e x p re ss io n , 
" I  sim ply wanted to  say th a t  l i f e  was w orth l iv in g  because 
th a t  i s  th e  way I  have found i t . 1,2
In  the moving memorial pam phlet p rep a red  fo r  the 
D ram atists  G uild  commemorating Owen D avis, George M iddle­
to n  r e c a l le d  D avis ' say in g , "This i s  th e  b e s t  p lay  I 'v e  
ev e r w r i t te n ,  G eorge." But th e n , M iddleton co n tin u ed , 
" th is  was what he always s a id  to  me abou t each p lay  he 
was working o n .1' 3
*
2 Owen D avis, I ' d  Like' To Do I t  A gain, p . 186.
3 r a i d - / P- 193.
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In  th e  conclud ing  pages o f h is  1931 memoirs, I ’d Like 
To Do I t  A gain, Davis s a id :
For t h i r t y  y e a rs  I  have had a t  l e a s t  one p lay  
produced in  New York each seaso n . I 'm  going 
to  have one produced fo r  as many more seasons 
as I  can , more th an  one i f  I  can , and as good 
p lays as I  can.
I t  may w e ll be t h a t  th i s  th in g  o f  producing  
p lay s i s n ' t  as w onderfu l a th in g  as I  th in k  i t  
i s ,  b u t i t ' s  my t r a d e .  I  have serv ed  th e  
th e a t r e  jo y fu l ly  fo r  a long tim e and i f  a good 
f a i r y  appeared  b e fo re  me to -d ay  and o f fe re d  me 
the  famous "one w ish" I  am su re  t h a t  I  shou ld  
say , "P le a se , good f a i r y ,  I 'd  l i k e  to  do i t  
a g a in ." 4
The t o t a l  commitment o f  Owen Davis to  th e  p ra c t ic e  
o f  th e a t r e  and p la y w ritin g  p ro v id es  th e  s t ro n g e s t  evidence 
o f h is  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  th e  h i s to r y  o f  th e a t r e  in  Am erica. 
He was a f ig u re  o f  g r e a t  s t a tu r e  fo r  a h a l f  a c e n tu ry , 
and h is  o b s c u r ity  i s  undeserved . This s tu d y  has a ttem p ted  
to  c o r re c t  th a t  i n j u s t i c e .
4 Owen D a v is , I 'd  L ike To Do; I t  A gain , p . 193.
Appendix
A C om p ila tion  o f  the P lays o f  Owen Davis
Johnson 'B riscoe ach ieved  re c o g n itio n  as a c a s tin g  
d i r e c to r  fo r  W inthrop Ames. Among h is  o th e r  accom plish­
ments was h is  i n t e r e s t  in  th r e a t r e  re se a rc h  and f r e e ­
lance  w r i t in g . One of h is  a r t i c l e s  appeared in  th e  New 
York Sun in  1933 and p ro fe sse d  to  lay  a t  r e s t  fo r  a l l  tim e 
th e  ex a c t number o f  p la y s  t h a t  had been w r i t te n  by Owen 
D avis.^  The fo llow ing  i s  B r is c o e 's  l i s t ,  based  on h is  
p e rso n a l re se a rc h  and ex h a u s tiv e  co n v e rsa tio n s  w ith  the  
p lay w rig h t. Im m ediately fo llow ing  th e  B riscoe  l i s t i n g ,  
which tak es  the  re a d e r  th rough e a r ly  19 33, i t  i s  a com plete 
l i s t  of th e  p lay s  p u b lish e d  through 1956. T ogether, th e se  
should p rov ide  a t o t a l  p ic tu re  o f th e  Owen Davis canon.
Year P lay P roducer
1898 For the  W hite Rose Stock (Peaks Is lan d )
1899 Through th e  B reakers Gus H i l l
^ Johnson B risc o e , in  Ward M orehouse's "Broadway A fte r
D ark," New York Sun, 18 F eb ruary  1933, p . 27. (Im m ediately
fo llow ing  the  B risco e  l i s t  w i l l  appear a co m p ila tio n  of a l l  
th e  a v a ila b le  c h ro n o lo g ic a l l i s t s  th a t  the  re se a rc h  fo r  
t h i s  study  uncovered.}
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Year
1900
1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
P lay
Reaping th e  W hirlwind
L ost in  th e  D esert
Under Two F lags
The G athering  Storm
A G am bler's Daughter
My Old Kentucky Home
Between Love and Duty
My Lady N e ll
In  the  Hands o f  the Enemy
A G reat Tem ptation
The L ighthouse by the  Sea
Her M arriage Vow
Her One F a lse  Step
Over th e  Quarry Brink
Tracked Around the  World
On Thanksgiving Day
How B axter B utted  In
The C onfessions o f  a Wife
The White Caps
A Corner in  C offee
At th e  W orld 's Mercy
Ruled O ff th e  T urf
Ten Thousand D o lla rs  
RewarcT
A Marked Woman
Producer
Cooke and C o lien  
Gus H i l l
S tock (R ochester)
S tock (R ochester)
R. L. C resey 
Stock (R ochester 
S tock (R ochester)
Stock (R ochester)
Stock (R ochester) 
F o r r e s te r  and M itte n th a l 
Vance and S u lliv a n  
Vance and S u lliv a n  
Stock (R ochester)
Stock (R ochester)
A. H. Woods 
Vance and S u lliv a n  
Vance and S u lliv a n  
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods 
Tim Murphy 
A. J .  Spencer 
A. H. Woods 
Spencer and Aborn
A. H. Woods
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Year
1906
1907
1908
Chinatown C h a rlie
The Gambler o f  th e  West
N e l l i e , the  B e a u tifu l  Cloak 
Model
S e c re ts  o f  th e  P o lic e  
The B urg lar * s D aughter 
At Yale
The King and Queen o f 
Gamblers
The G reat Express Robbery 
C onvict 999
Edna, th e  P re t ty  T ypew rite r
A Chorus G i r l 's  Luck in  
New York
Since N e llie  Went Away
A Race Across th e  C o n tin en t
Tony th e  B ootblack
Broadway A fte r  Dark
Deadwood D ick1s L as t Shot
I t 1s Never Too L ate  to  Mend
The Wire Tappers
The B a t t le  of P o r t  A rthu r
On T r ia l  F o r His L ife
The P rin ce  o f  S p e n d th r if ts
The Opium Smugglers o f 
''F r is c o
Producer
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods 
Vance and S u lliv a n  
Ju le s  Murry 
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods 
A. H. Woods
A. H. WOods
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods
A. J .  Spencer
S tock  (P h ila d e lp h ia )
Hippodrome
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods
A. H. Woods
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Year P lay
1909 The M il l io n a ire  and th e  
Policeman * s Wife
The W ishing Ring
1910 The Lamb
The R ejuvenation  of 
John Henry
1911 An Everyday Man 
Lola
1912 Making Good
1913 The Fam ily
What Happened to  Mary?
1914 Beggars On Horseback 
Big Jim G a rr ity
1915 -S inners
1916 Any House
M ile a Minute K endall
1917 The Scrap o f Paper 
The A rabian N ights
1918 F o rev e r A fte r
1919 Those Who Walk in  Darkness 
Peggy /  Behave
The Flam ing Soul 
A t 9:45
1920 O pportun ity
Marry th e  Poor G ir l  
Page Mr. Cupid
Producer
A. H. Woods
The S huberts 
W illiam  A. Brady 
S tock (Milwaukee)
H. H. F razee 
D aniel Frohman 
W illiam  A. Brady 
W illiam  A. Brady 
Lee M orrison 
S tock (Hoboken)
A. H. Woods 
W illiam  A. Brady 
S argen t Aborn 
John C ort
A. H. Woods 
A rthu r Hopkins 
W illiam  A. Brady 
The Shuberts 
Stock CD etroit) 
T ryout (Providence) 
W illiam  A. Brady 
W illiam  A. Brady 
O liv e r  Morosco 
The Shuberts
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Year
1920
1921
1922
1923
1924
1925
1926
P la y
The Wedding Ring
A Weekend M arriage
The Detour
The Bronx Express
Dreams For S ale
Up th e  Ladder
The World We Live In
Home F ire s
Handcuffed
Icebound
The Nervous Wreck 
The Haunted House 
Find the  Woman 
Lazybones 
Peacocks
Beware o f Widows 
Ma P e t t i n g i l l  
Easy Come, Easy Go
The Donovan A ffa ir
G entle G ra f te rs
The G reat Gat'sby
The Phantom Ship
Sandalwood (with. 
F u lto n  O usler)
Producer
W illiam  A. Brady
T ryout (Stamford)
The S huberts
The Coburns
W illiam  A. Brady
W illiam  A. Brady
W illiam  A. Brady
The S huberts
S tock (San F ran c isco )
Sam H. H a rris
Sam H. H arris
Lewis and Gordon
T ryout (H artford)
Sam H. H arris
Lewis and Gordon
Crosby Gaige
S tu a r t  Walker
Lewis and Gordon (w ith 
Sam H. H arris )
Al Lewis and 
Donald Davis
Sam H. H arris
W illiam  A. Brady
Al Lewis
R obert M ilton
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Year P lay Producer
1926 The Man. Who F o rgo t (w ith 
S. N. Behrmanl
1927 The Trium phant B achelor
1928 Tonight a t  Twelve
Al Lewis
Herman Shumlin
The Chanins
1929 Spring  Is  Here
19 30 The N inth Guest A. H. Woods
Aarons and F reed ley
1931 J u s t  To Remind You Sam H. H arris
19 32
19 33 Saturday N ight W illiam  A. Brady
O m itted from th e  B riscoe  l i s t  a re  o th e r  Davis p lay s  
through 1933:
1900 Over th e  Fence
1901 C ircus Day
1902 Lost At Sea
1902 D riv e r From Home 
Far Away
1903 Queen o f the  White S laves
1904 Man Proposes 
F a th e r o f Her C h ild
When A ll The World Was Young 
Mut t  and' J e f f
1905 A Double L ife
1907 F a lle n  By th e  Wayside
Cupid a t  V assar
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Year
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1914
1915
play
A n ita , th e  S inging  G ir l
F a lse  F rien d s
The C reo le  S la v e 1s Revenge
Sold In to  S lavery
The C o n v ic t' s S w eetheart
The R iver P i r a te s
S a l , th e  C ircus Gal
Cherub D ivine
The P ro d ig a l F a th e r
The Chinatown Trunk M ystery (probably w r i t te n  
e a r l i e r )
An Old S w eetheart o f Mine 
A F u g itiv e  From J u s t ic e  
D riftw ood
A nother Man's Wife 
Gringo 
A Man' s Game 
Shorty  McCabe 
Robin Hood 
Drugged
What M ight Have Been 
C hest o f  Gold 
Cupid and Mr. Jordan  
*Fraid C at 
Unwelcome Guest
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Year
1915
1916
1917
1918
1919
1920
1925
1926
1928
1929
1930
19 32 
1933
P l a Z
When th e  Shadows F a l l  
Key to  Room 10 
Speed Up
What Did i  T e l l  You 
Her D ea res t F riend  
School in  the  T enderlo in  
When Our Bovs Come Home 
One- of th e  M illio n  
Lucy W ouldn 't L ike I t  
No P lace  Like Home 
At the  Switch 
Fear
Blow Your Own Horn 
Carry On 
Shotgun Wedding 
Dread
The Wife*s Away 
Arm o f  th e  Law 
She Never Knew 
The Good E arth  
The Harbor L ig h t 
S p e n d th r if t  Ladv 
Jezeb e l^
2 Je z e b e l had no t been produced a t  the  tim e o f th e  
B ris  coe a r t ic T e .
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Documentation from 1933 u n t i l  th e  tim e of D avis ' 
d ea th  i s  much more a c c e s s ib le .  Davis had used numerous 
pseudonyms in  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f  h is  c a re e r  and had 
o f te n  d e l ib e r a te ly  d isc la im ed  some of h is  le s s  su c c e s s fu l 
s c r i p t s .  By 1933 however, he was an e s ta b l is h e d  au th o r 
in  the  le g i t im a te  th e a t r e .
Year P lay
1934 Too Many Boats 
Spring F re sh e t
1935 F orever 
Back Again
Ten M ile Shanty
1936 Ethan Frome 
S t a r l i g h t , S ta rb r ig h t
(Three p la y s , Mr. T u tt  Comes Home, B eginners Luck, 
and Y ippi were p rep ared  b u t n o t p ro d u c ed .)
19 37 Two Time Mary
V irg in ia
1938 L e t 's  Never Change
1939 Ind ian  Summer 
Love and A ll That
1941 Mr. and Mrs. N orth 
Family Honeymoon
1942 W histle  Stop CThis was n o t p roduced .)
1943 The Snark Was a Booj'um
(A one a c t  p la y  c a l le d  "Three Day Pass" was p re ­
p a red , b u t  n o t p roduced .)
219
Year Play
1944 No Way Out
1946 A l l  Blood I s  Red (This p lay  was n o t p roduced .)
1947 No Pockets in  Shrouds (This p la y  was n o t produced .)
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